Proposed Design Specifications

for

Knowledge Management at Smith & Jones – A Hypothetical Case
Paul D. Callister(


Introduction 

    As suggested by the title, purpose of this paper is not to set forth the design of a Knowledge Management ("KM") system at Smith & Jones--such a plan cannot be undertaken without input from all of the firm's principals and staff--but to set forth in an orderly way the nature of the problems (both current and future) facing Smith & Jones, the argument as to why knowledge management is an appropriate tool to address those problems, and then outline in detail the issues for consideration in the design of a KM system (or series of applications) which need to be considered. In addition, the presentation of the design issues is accompanied by tentative, not-fully-developed, proposals of specific KM applications for the firm. 

1.    Description of the Nature of the Business and its Problems 

    a.    Firm Description 

        The business is a family-owned law firm located in the Orange County area consisting of four attorneys and a support staff of six full-time and two part time secretaries emphasizing estate planning, business and professional organizations, transactional and tax law.  The firm engages in almost no litigation although it does probate work.  Annual revenues are about $1.3 million.  Among its clients the firm represents about 600 physicians and dentists and their related medical groups and a variety of small and medium-sized businesses.  An estimated 80% of the firm's earnings come from drafting legal documents for business and financial transactions with the remaining twenty percent coming from research, counseling, and court appearances.  Consequently, legal documents represent the primary product of the firm. 

    b.    Anticipated Problems--Turnover of Attorneys and Staff 

    In the near future, the firm will go through a disruptive period of transition caused by the turnover of several of its attorneys as well as staff.  The firm’s senior partner, who is 61, will retire at the end of two years.  In addition, Scott, the second most senior attorney, is expected to retire within about five to seven years.  One of the firm’s junior shareholders, Chris, is leaving for a position in academia.  This leaves the entire law firm with Jeff, age 39.  Currently, two of Jeff's brothers are in law school, both of whom have expressed an interest in the firm.     The support staff also will be subject to some turnover, as a necessity from potential downsizing, and from secretaries approaching retirement (at least two). 

    c.     Description of Current Problems 

    In addition to the inevitable problems associated with the turnover of attorneys and staff, current problems at Smith & Jones in its operations (considering its emphasis on document production) can be described as one of three kinds:  (i) "reinvention of the wheel" in the production of documents, (ii) failure to communicate practice tips and concerns affecting the practice law, and (iii) tracking of work flow through the firm. 

        i.    Reinvention of the Wheel in the Production of Documents 

    The documents produced by different attorneys are often remarkably different.  One observer, a financial planner who refers a lot of business to all of the attorneys of the firm, indicated that she was amazed that for the same transaction, each of the attorneys use different documents, procedures, and even bill different amounts.  While the attorneys of the firm do occasionally consult with each other to find "master" documents from which they can work, there are recurring failures to do this.  Part of the problem is that an attorney will ask his secretary for a sample document.  The secretary, not feeling confident about her ability to search the firm's network for master documents (using either the available, but somewhat unreliable, search engine or library of master documents) will often simply refer back to the last set of documents drafted by the attorney, which seem to come closest to the contemplated transaction.  In addition, secretaries often maintain their own sets of master documents. Consequently, parallel sets of master documents evolve, which represents a waste of time, and leads to further complications when such masters need to be corrected or updated responding to changes in the law or practice experience of the firm. 

        2.    Failure to Communicate Practice Tips and Concerns in the Practice of Law 

    An additional concern is that there is no formal process for sharing practice tips and concerns among attorneys.  For instance, legal counsel for Merrill Lynch's Planned Giving Department drew Scott's attention to a potential oversight (although not fatal from a tax standpoint, but important none-the-less) in one of the firm’s charitable remainder unitrust documents.  After reviewing his comments, Scott could see that at some point, a previous draftsman had converted the payout formula for the charitable remainder unitrust from a "net income trust" to a "simple trust."  What the draftsman neglected to do was change references in the document to sample, safe-harbor IRS documents (which are completely different depending upon whether a trust has "net income" or "simple" features) and even omitted a few sentences which would have been helpful to explain some of the more technical administrative issues encountered by trustees of such trust. 

    The problem is that there is no formal process to notify attorneys of this problem which probably appears in many of the firm’s trust documents.  Most such items of information end up being shared informally over lunch if at all.  Ideally, one would write a memo about the issue and circulate it, but there often is little time to do so, and even when it is done, attorneys are so busy that it may be months before the memo is read, if ever. Even if the memo is read, attorneys may not always remember to check future documents for such problems. 

        3.    Tracking Work Flow 

    A source of common client frustration could be resolved it the firm had an adequate means of tracking work flow.  Projects are often lost, dropped or experience usually long delays, primarily as a result of the staff and attorneys being constantly beset with client crises and forced to reprioritize and juggle their work schedules on any given day. Almost none of the work gets done according to a schedule.  Inevitably things fall through the cracks, requiring extra time and energy to fix when belatedly discovered, further upsetting the problem.  During past turnover of secretaries, this problem has proved to be exacerbated and will probably get worse with the transition of attorneys. 

2.    Argument for Application of KM to Smith & Jones 

    The relationship of KM to law firms has been recently described as follows: 

How does one measure the value of a law firm?  Not by the real estate, equipment or other tangible assets it owns. . . .  Not by its individual lawyers -- they are constantly leaving or retiring, and new ones (hopefully) are constantly being added.  Not even by its client roster. . . .  Instead, the true value of a law firm is in its collective knowledge. Knowledge of the law, knowledge of its capabilities, knowledge of its client needs and of its competitors.  A firm's effectiveness turns on how well its lawyers can bring their collective knowledge to bear in their client's behalf and how well the firm can use this knowledge to market its services.1 

    Since knowledge management ("KM") is a business management theory based upon the principle that the most valuable asset of a business is what it knows, it is appropriate to apply principles of KM not only to improve Smith & Jones's business as a law firm, but more immediately, to assist it through the transition period immediately ahead.  The application of KM to law firms such as Smith & Jones is a natural fit--resulting from the knowledge intensive nature of the legal business and its constant need to share that knowledge during the turnover of attorneys, staff, and even clients. 

3.    Outline of the KM Design Specifications 

    Borrowing heavily from Carla O'Dell and C. Jackson Grayson, Jr.'s book,2  the first step in adopting a KM plan is the identification of the firm's value proposition from among one of three principal choices:  customer intimacy, product-to-market excellence, and achieving operational excellence.3  Thereafter, a study of barriers to implementation needs to be made, and consideration of the four principles or "enablers" affecting success of such an effort:  culture, using information technology, creating a knowledge infrastructure, and measuring the impact of KM process.  In addition, the guidelines of the Rovner article, which is specific to law firms, also need to be observed. 

    a.  Value Statement 

      While there are many excellent reasons to choose customer intimacy or product-to-market excellence as the firm's value proposition, the present inefficiency of document production and work flow accompanied with the reality of a firm facing turnover of its attorneys and staff suggests that Smith & Jones needs to focus on operational excellence, if not actually improving it in the short term, at least keeping if from suffering during the transition period.  O'Dell and Grayson define "Achieving Operational Excellence" as: 

Boost[ing] revenue by reducing the cost of production and increasing productivity, and raise[ing] performance to new highs.  The value proposition focuses on the transfer of operational processes and know-how from top-performing business units and processes to less-well-performing business, ultimately improving the organization's overall performance, reducing expenses and increasing revenues.4 

    Applying this definition to Smith & Jones, requires a few changes.  "Top-performing business units" should be reinterpreted to mean experienced attorneys and staff.  "Less-performing business units" should mean new staff and attorney's or individuals who are underperforming (which in many respect includes everyone with respect to some aspect of the firm).  This value proposition has been identified as particularly appropriate "during mergers, when two organizations want to create a true synthesis by combining best practices:  not just getting economies of scale, but economies of knowledge as well."5  As applied to Smith & Jones, it is preparing to divest and perhaps merge principal parts of its business.  In its case, it does not have divisions which it is spinning off, nor is it contemplating a formal merger with another firm; however, it will "spin off" attorneys and "merge" new individuals into the firm as attorneys.  Just how the appropriate knowledge gets transferred as new relationships of attorneys and staff members are forged is the principal concern.  The application of achieving operational efficiency by O'Dell and Grayson to Smith & Jones is admittedly a "stretch," but the defining principle is that knowledge is not being shared to help the organization operate as efficiently as it should, and there is a real risk of such problems being perpetuated and even exacerbated with the turnover of attorneys and staff. 

    b.     Barriers to Implementation 

    Impediments to implementation are easy to discern if one views KM as ultimately consisting of some sort of technological solution.  Certain staff members and attorneys have been extremely reluctant to learn or accept new technologies.  After spending two thousand dollars to have the firm's rolodexes imputed into a computer address book, only about half of the staff (including attorneys) use it, and only about a quarter bother to keep the records up to date.  Two of the attorneys rejected outright the use of a centralized, computerized calendaring system, although one of the secretaries of such attorneys now uses it to keep her own copy of the attorney's calendar.  The firm's computer search software, Quickfinder, which is a product of the Corel Office Suite, is only used by less than a quarter of the staff and attorneys--to whom the rest of the office turns when desperate to find a document.  After painstakingly constructing a document library for masters and prototype documents used by the firm, most of the secretaries have chosen to develop their own directory of master documents without bothering to share those with the rest of the firm.  One secretary who recently passed away and was with the firm for 48 years, still had the first edition of the IBM selectric typewriter on her desk at retirement (and no computer), and my father uses an ancient, hand-crank adding machine to tabulate receipts.  Clearly, there is a resistance to innovation and change in the office, and the fallacy of "if you build it they will come" has once again been resoundingly demonstrated. 

    The above litany of failures to fully embrace technical innovations is a description of the symptoms and not the disease--the root of the cause being the firm's attitude toward training.  The firm has provided little or no training to its staff.  Most learning comes "just in time" as required in response to the hectic pace of the demands of the job--it is reactive learning and instruction rather than pro-active.  This method of training the firm's staff is so ingrained as to be a part of the culture of the firm.  On the few occasions when formal training has been offered to the staff, it has been greeted with the attitude of being "too busy," and "if this isn't something I need for what I'm doing right now, it must not be important."  These attitudes are perpetuated by the attitudes of senior attorneys who fail to take any interest in such training.  The very real pressures created from client deadlines and emergencies--every day seems to require putting out a series of brush fires--also supports and sustains these attitudes. 

    The secretaries who have embraced the new technologies and methods are the younger, newer employees--often having had experience working in law firms and offices prior to Smith & Jones.  Those who have been most resistant to change at Smith & Jones have been at the firm the longest, without significant employment experience elsewhere. 

    The scant level of training and attitudes toward it is indicative of the culture at Smith & Jones.  As further evidence of the culture, the stories about the adding machine and IBM selectric typewriter are regularly repeated as defiant mantra to the trend by other firms which have spent "thousands of dollars on fancy computers." 

    c.    The Four Enablers:  Culture, IT Technology, Knowledge Infrastructure, and Measuring Impact 

        i.   Culture6 

    A negative description of the firm's culture, as a barrier to KM implementation is already described above.  The trick is to find ways to change it, and use positive aspects of the culture to facilitate KM.  The suggestions made in O'Dell and Grady's book are as follows: 

                1)    Recognize that, fundamentally, the individuals in the firm want to share, and remind every one of that fact.7  As a family-owned business, attorneys of the firm naturally take an interest in the success of its members.  There is no attitude of hoarding knowledge in order to increase one's influence. 

                2)     Prepare to lead by doing.8   The support of the KM effort has to come from the top and not just with words, but with action, by "doing KM."  This is a particular problem for the firm.  The senior shareholder of the firm, who exercises the most influence is the most resistant to technical innovations and modern management theory, and more importantly, has the least time available to divert to exercises in KM.  Recently, however, more of the management of the firm with respect finances and hiring has been turned over to Jeff, who is likely to be the ultimate heir and senior partner of the firm within a few years.  Having said this, the current senior partner is inclined to mentor on occasion, and is the most likely to initiate discussion of current issues of the practice of law.  What is lacking is a forum to formalize this mentoring process and initiate current discussion of issues for the practice. 

                3)    Rely on the Twin Forces of Capitalism and Democracy.9   The emphasis here is on developing accountability.  "Accountability drives the need for knowledge.  When people need knowledge, they tend to trade it and share it."  Billings and collections of attorneys currently are the only measurement of accountability in the firm--which may in fact be inadequate given the diverse roles that attorneys play. No formal process of evaluation is in place for the staff to measure and hold them accountable for their efficiency.  Indeed there is no standard for how long work should take or how it should be done--information which would be useful in helping staff members to gage their contributions. 

                4)    Develop Collaborative Relationships.10   Often projects can best be tackled by teams.  Doing so has an additional advantage of forging relationships which later result  in knowledge sharing.  This is an innovation which might have interesting results in the firm.  If there were teams (of attorneys and secretaries) devoted to specific tasks--organization of a document master library, maintenance of the computer network system, scheduling training sessions--a new attitude of sharing and cooperation might be kindled in the firm.  It might be particularly helpful if multiple secretaries were assigned to team up on projects, such as development of a firm policy for preparing corporate documents and training staff in such work, etc. 

                5)    Instill Personal Responsibility for Knowledge Creation.11   Since people are the source of knowledge they have to have a responsible role in the system that manages it.  Since the staff likes to occasionally "eat in" together, it might be possible to assign staff members to come up with a prioritized list of areas in which they need additional training and then have each member make a presentation on a selected topic.  Using such a format gives everyone a stake in the system. 

                6)     Create a Collective Sense of Purpose.12   Currently, the firm has no mission statement.  What is needed is something more than a common purpose based upon the desire to put food on the table and pay the mortgage.  Somehow the strengths of the firm need to be articulated and become the basis for some realistic objective, which will become a part of the firm’s identity and sense of worth. 

        ii.    Using Information Technology.  O'Dell and Grayson present some rules of thumb which are quite helpful in the design of a KM system. 

                1)    Investment in information technology ("IT") should constitute less than one-third of the KM system.13 

                2)     "The more 'valuable' the knowledge, the less sophisticated the technology that supports it."14 

                3)    "Tacit knowledge is best shared through people; explicit knowledge can be shared through machines.  Or, the more tacit the knowledge, the less high-tech the solution."15 

    In light of these rules, the KM design for the firm must place a heavy emphasis on non-technological solutions, such as informal lunches with training presentations and the creation of teams to tackle document production standards, organize document libraries, and create training standards and programs.  The highest technological tools ought properly to be reserved for electronic document searches, with the corresponding recognition that such documents represent a "lower grade" of knowledge.  Indeed such efforts, really constitute information management rather than knowledge management. 

    In comparison, the organization of hierarchical libraries does not take a high degree of technology but can be very useful, and is dependant on the tacit knowledge of a very skilled attorney and/or staff member to properly catagorize the documents based upon the firm's areas of practices and needs.  Consider Rovner's statement of the skill required for a law-firm KM system: 

The bad news is that you will have to pay an experienced lawyer to build and maintain your KM system, and it is a full-time job. . . . Identification of new content also requires legal training.  When a lawyer offers an item of information to the system [such as a new master document], someone must decide whether the information is accurate, timely, complete, original (i.e., not already present in the system) and the best work product of its type in the firm.  That judgment can only be made by a lawyer.16 

While the firm is not large enough to support a full-time KM manager, it would be appropriate to designate a single attorney to such task.  It may even be possible that in his future role as a consultant to the firm, Chris can act as KM manager, organizing and selecting the firm's master documents and research memorandums based upon my own tacit sense of the firm's areas of practice and standards. 

    In addition, to rules of thumb for the use of information technology, O'Dell and Grayson make several other suggestions which may be helpful to the firm such as the use of intranets,17collaborative tools such as Lotus Notes,18 document depositories incorporating the use of meScottata (i.e., descriptive headers for the document based upon uniform standards),19 and discussion data bases such as bulletin boards.20 

    The article by Rovner makes some particularly good suggestions indicating that the technological requirements for law firms are not onerous, and often already available. 

Assuming your users already have standard word processing software and a Web browser, you will merely need to purchase a simple Web authoring program and a database application.  If your firm already has an intranet, then you probably already have all you need.21 

Among the firm's current technical assets are all of the tools listed by Rovner except an intranet.  The firm recently acquired a high-speed DSL modem line along with five "static IP addresses"  allowing five of the firm's computers to be seen over the Internet--thus facilitating access to a KM site from remote locations.22  Software for the Microsoft Site Server, which would facilitate the implementation of a Web-browser Internet currently is available for $799 (for 10 licenses) at discount vendors.  It may be possible to implement such a system without this software.  In addition, there are a variety of freeware and shareware bulletin boards available over the Internet which could be used as a means to create forums for the asynchronous discussion of practice tips and technical computer questions. Finally, the firm should consider the utilization of Lotus Notes, groupware, or other software specifically tailored to track work flow. 

    With respect to the design and organization of document libraries, Rovner also provides some useful advice, although such guidance more properly falls, once again, within the domain of information management. 

· Every item of information you can envision adding to the system fits comfortably into one of your categories or subcategories; 

· Every list of items within a subcategory is mutually exclusive (i.e., no item on the list would fit equally well in another subcategory's list) and collectively exhaustive (i.e., the list is complete); 

· The user can navigate to any item of information with three or fewer mouse clicks, regardless of the starting point; and 

· The user can navigate to any item on a list with little or no scrolling.23 

The organization of the master documents library, as well as all of the firms' stored documents, could greatly benefit by such design guidelines.  Currently, the master documents library has no limits on the number of subdirectory levels and requires many "clicks" to navigate.  In the opposite extreme, the attorney directories maintained on secretaries computers and in storage and backup directories often require lengthy scrolling to navigate because of the high number of individual client files found therein. 

    The underlying philosophy of Rovner's article is expressly taken from Heidegger's concept of "throwness."24  "Throwness" is the state of an individual engaged in an activity who has become unconscious of his surroundings.  For instance, the man hammering a nail into a piece of wood is focused on making something (a new coat hanger for example). Only when the man stumbles and hits his thumb with the hammer, does he become conscious of himself in relation to the hammer, the nail, and the wood.  This event is described as a "breakdown."25  Similar problems occur with attorneys and time sheets.  An attorney may be entirely focused on drafting documents, perhaps a series of documents, for a client, but the attorney has to stop every so often and make a time-sheet entry and produce a written description of what he or she is doing.  This is extremely annoying and frustrating to the attorney, and breaks the natural work flow. 

    Remaining in throwness is a design principle of KM systems.  The user must not be conscious of leaving the activity in which he or she was engaged, such as drafting a document.  That means navigation of the firms KM system including document libraries and practice point bulletin boards has to be so simple and seamless as to be an unconscious activity. 

    As the final issue for consideration, whatever systems are adopted, they will live or die as a viable part of the law firm's organization dependent upon the level of confidence in the system.  One author stated the rule:  "If only 10 percent--two out of twenty hits--is out of date or otherwise obsolete, managers [attorneys and staff] will not use the system."26The implication here is that a document library, bulletin board, and work-flow system have to be constantly maintained, edited and kept up to date.  This may explain some of the problems with the lack of use of Smith & Jones's current document library, although much of the blame must also be attributed to the firm's culture and lack of training. 

    iii.    Knowledge Infrastructure 

    Knowledge infrastructure concerns not the technology enabling a transfer, but the formal organizational  mechanism which insures that there is a transfer of knowledge between individuals.  Essentially there are six identified barriers to knowledge transfer and three different levels of response addressing some or all of these barriers. 

        1)    Hidden knowledge--people don't realize that what they know is valuable to others.  An example of this in the firm is that secretaries do not often realize that a master document which they have developed or a document which they have drafted could be valuable to another secretary or attorney in the office. 

        2)    Blindness--people who need knowledge don't realize they need it.  For instance, because staff members have been unwilling to participate in training or experiment with new systems, such as network client address books and search engines, they are unaware of how easily information they need can be obtained elsewhere.  Often a secretary or attorney will recreate something from scratch or work from an inferior master document because he or she is unaware of the presence of a highly-refined document in the system. 

        3)    Locked up tacit knowledge--the knowledge which is really valuable, coming from experience, intuition, is often difficult to express and codify and remains locked behind the eyes and ears of its source. Currently, the overall process for maintaining the network--e.g., what to do if the backup system quits working, how to expand the virus sweep for new computers, when and how to backup using a recordable CD-ROM--is largely knowledge consisting of my own experience, mainly through trial and error. 

        4)    "We're different" blinders. The false belief that potentially valuable knowledge cannot be transferred because the potential recipients have focused on differences, rather than similarities of a process or way of doing things. For example, one secretary of the firm has refused to learn to use an automated trust drafting system because the attorney she works under has a "different way of doing things." While it would be easy enough request that the trust system be redesigned to compensate for those minor differences in style by reprogramming of the trust drafting system, which was designed by me, the secretary instead prefers to continue to draft trusts by hand, rather than automate what is often a highly repetitive task. 

        5)    "Sorry--I'm too busy"--there is no time to invest in saving time.  This is the classic modus operandi of the firm.  For example, because a secretary is too busy to learn to use templates for fax cover sheets (usually the problem is learning to customize the template for their use) including such features as "drop-in" client addressing, she repeatedly recreates a new cover sheet from an old master. 

        6)    Implementation is hard--the KM system remains under construction because of lack of funding, fear of change, lack of leadership and training, etc. Such is the fate of the firm's computer address book, it remains underutilized, and for many clients increasingly outdated, because among several reasons, none of the principals of the firm were willing, even verbally, to require their secretaries to use it, add to it, and review it for accuracy.27 

    To address such problems, O'Dell and Grayson have identified three levels of KM infrastructure, identified in increasing order of required investment:  (i) self-directed, (ii) knowledge services and networks, and (iii) facilitated transfer.  Essentially, the greater the number of barriers to knowledge transfer that a system addresses, the greater the investment of resources required.
  

	Approach28
	Descriptive Words29
	Problems Addressed30
	Level of Resources Required

	Self-Directed
	Storage, codification, repository, database, retrieval, navigation, pointers, yellow pages, dissemination, intranets, Internet
	Blindness
	Low

	Knowledge Services and Networks
	Information services, help desk, networks, discussion databases, communities of practice, knowledge managers, knowledge integrators, knowledge packagers, want ads
	Hidden knowledge, blindness, tacit knowledge, we're different
	Medium

	Facilitated Transfer
	Facilitators, change agents, implementers, projects, technical assistance, consultants, guidance counselors, support personnel, brokers, coaches, shepherds
	Hidden knowledge, blindness, tacit knowledge, we're different, too busy, implementation
	High


   Using this table as a guide, four of the firm's problems--"don't know" and "blindness" can be potentially addressed with a second-tier system, requiring intermediate investment of resources. However, to the extent that the firm wishes to compensate for staff members and attorneys being too busy to participate in maintaining the system, it will have to increase its investment to the level of facilitated transfer. 

  Interestingly, Rovner in his article advocates the use of a full-time KM manager who is an experienced attorney,31thus arguing for the highest level of investment or a facilitated transfer KM system. 

    Given its size, and the fact that it will probably shrink rather than grow, Smith & Jones cannot afford a full-time KM manager and will have to settle on some compromise.  A second-tier approach would address most of the firm's problems. In addition an experienced attorney could be used to organize its master document file, which is a role Chris could play as a consultant to the firm.  Essentially, the KM system could incorporate a series of informal lunch hour presentation sessions, formal training, an intranet bulletin board for questions and answers (one for secretaries and one for attorneys on practice tips), work-flow management software, and a better-organized file database.  In addition, some items of tacit knowledge, such as the maintenance requirements of the computer systems and network (e.g., how to reinstall a downed operating system, how to check that the backup and virus-sweep systems are working properly, etc.) could be made formally explicit though a series of manuals and guides. 

    iv.    Measuring Impact 

    O'Dell and Grayson present three clues to the potential value of KM within an organization: stock price, performance improvement, and the cost of not knowing ("CONK").32  Measuring stock price is not an effective option for Smith & Jones. Performance improvement consists of establishing or continuing well-known measures such as monthly billings for attorneys. Unfortunately, the firm has no such standards for its staff, and the billing reports fail to measure contributions made to the firm outside of directly billable hours which have significant impact. 

    Focusing on the firm's core business, document production, other performance measures might be adopted such as number of documents drafted in a month, numbers of particular kinds of documents (trusts, corporations, retirement plans, amendments, buy-sell agreements), the time required to prepare such documents, and the number of hits to the firm bulletin board and master document library. It would also be helpful to monitor secretarial overtime and hours, and compare that against the number and size (measured in pages or bytes) of documents produced each month. Finally, utilization of work-flow software might suggest additional measurements such as the number of projects taking longer then 10, 30, 60, and 90 days, etc. to complete. Measuring speed is a particulary important measure of businesses in the information age.33  Much of this information could be collected through searching the network document files of the firm. In a sense a better KM system can help create performance measures for the firm as well as be judged by such measures. 

    The cost of not knowing in theory sounds good, but may be difficult to implement. The risks of malpractice claims are real. Some areas of practice are more susceptible than others. How the KM impacts such risks would require a lot of guess work. Given the extremely few lawsuits filed against the firm in its history, there is no way to draw effective conclusions in the future based upon implementation of a KM system. It may be possible to create a client complaint file, and use this to monitor the impact of KM. Another possibility is assessing lost business, but this is extremely difficult to measure. 

    d.   Narrow and Specific Objectives 

    As an internationally recognized consultant on the issues of KM and computer system applications in business, META Group has been skeptical of KM trends. However, it has ultimately supported the theory as having merit so long as the application of KM is narrowly focused and contained within the larger context of management theory. 

Our research has held (see EBS Deltas 662, 9 Mar 1998, and 700, 29 Jun 1998) that knowledge management (KM) is not a discrete topic organizations should pursue for their own merit or view independently from business processes and underlying supporting technologies. Organizations that have successfully exploited KM opportunities have done so by applying KM practices and technologies against specific business process pain points and in the context of specific knowledge worker (KW) needs. This is why generic, enterprisewide KM typically fail (vague goals, ill-defined benefits, unclear user motivation to participate, while targeted implementations (define collaborative R&D needs and deploy applications to support them) are more likely to succeed.34 

In essence, Smith & Jones needs to be extremely focused in its application of KM to very specific problems. As mentioned above, there are three types of specific current problems encountered by the firm: (i) reinvention of the wheel in the production of documents, (ii) failure to communicate practice tips and concerns, and (iii) failure to track work flow through the firm. In addition, Smith & Jones faces the problems attendant to anticipated turnover of attorneys and staff which will have a direct impact on client relationships, workflow, maintenance of the computers and the network, and collective substantive legal knowledge, expertise and practice "know how" of the firm. 

    To be successful, KM applications need to be carefully designed with these specific problems in mind. One reason a firm intranet bulletin board might be especially helpful is because its content can be organized based upon the then-current problems facing the firm. With respect to the transfer of knowledge between successive generations of attorneys in the firm, very little training would be required to enable departing attorneys to access the system and respond to specific bulletin board posts regarding practice tips and concerns (for which they could receive compensation). A bulletin board site and handbook could be developed to handle concerns over my departure as the network administrator for the firm. Succinct and narrowly focused training, instruction, and policies could be designed regarding the use of master documents and their inclusion in the firm library of master documents. A secretarial bulletin board site, could be implemented for the posting of questions and answers and the as to word processing and document preparation issues. Carefully tailored handbooks and accompanying instructions could be developed concerning the preparation of commonly prepared documents--corporations, partnerships, trusts, wills, etc. A work-flow software solution could be implemented to track estate plans, corporations, retirement plans, 706 and 709 tax returns, and any project undertaken by the firm. Each KM solution has to be carefully weighted in terms of its cost (in time and resources) and its specificity to a targeted problem. A master list of problems (by rank order of priority) should be developed by a team of secretaries and attorneys which could be used to guide the development KM applications. 

Conclusion 

    While the purpose of this paper is not to propose a finalized plan for KM implementation, it does serve the useful role of identifying problems (both present and anticipated in the future) for the firm, provide brief argument as to the applicability of KM to law firms in general, and explore in detail the design issues which will need to be resolved in the planning for a KM system. Of the problematic issues looming over the firm, the chief concern is the anticipated turnover of attorneys in the next five to seven years as well as staff members. The principal argument for the adoption of a KM system is the logical fit between KM and the law business, which by nature is made up of knowledge-intensive assets 

    In light of the firm's problems, the value statement of the firm is probably most aptly stated as the achievement and maintenance of increased operational excellence. The obstacles to implementation of a KM system result principally from the firm's culture (which is generally unaccepting of training and new technologies). 

    The design elements of a KM system must include addressing the firm culture (which in negative respects has been ant-training and technology, but in positive aspects is a caring, mentoring place to work), limited use of information technology (all of the technologies required by the firm are already in place, with the sole exception of an office web-based Intranet and work-flow software), the formalization of an office KM infrastructure which is appropriate to the size of the firm, but which specifically addresses the barriers to knowledge transfer within the firm, and finally, methods of measuring the impact of such a system which may require that a variety of new performance measure be implemented (with the assistance of the KM system itself). 

    In addition to the design elements articulated by O'Dell and Grayson's book, studies of successful KM implementation by META Group indicates the focus of KM applications must be narrowly tailored to the firm's specific problems, rather than on a comprehensive basis. Consequently, a prioritized list of problems to be addressed by KM needs to be developed by the firm, preferably by a team approach. 

    As a final question, is the firm too small and culturally-rigid to adopt such a system? The potentially cataclysmic transition of the firm to a new generation of attorneys creates a strong motivational fact and incentive to invest in the successful transition of knowledge from one generation of attorneys and staff to the next. Fear has always been a prime motivator behind innovation. Second, in spite of the negative cultural attitudes of the firm toward technological innovation and change, the firm did successfully move to a Windows NT/95 peer-to-peer network in a relatively short period of time (about six months), leaving behind stand-alone DOS-based systems and software applications. The benefits of sharing printers, accessing other staff and attorney's file directories, and searching for achieved documents (even if through an intermediator, usually me) have not gone unnoticed. Even more encouraging, a few (although the minority) of the staff are enthusiastic supporters of the centralized calendaring system, Internet access, overnight backups, and address books. Consequently, the successful transition to a KM system does not appear to be entirely beyond the firm's capability.
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