Marketers’  Corner

What Is “Knowledge Management” and How Can Marketing Directors Have a Role in Managing the Knowledge in Their Firms?

By Sally Glick

Q: Over the last few years I have heard a good deal about knowledge management. Can you share some ideas about how marketing directors can have some role in managing the knowledge in their firms?  

A: Knowledge Management is a concept that has enjoyed growing popularity for the last decade. The most comprehensive definition that I have come across states that “knowledge management refers to a range of practices used by organizations to identify, create, represent and distribute knowledge for reuse, awareness and learning across the organization.”

With this in mind, it is clear that marketers should devote some of their time  to taking responsibility for ensuring that the firm’s intellectual capital is not lost and that information is regularly conveyed to everyone and is accessible as appropriate. 
By acting as the repository for knowledge within their firms, marketers can enhance their firm’s culture, contributing to both the preservation of existing information within the firm as well as accumulating and communicating new knowledge that is gained. Access to knowledge already gained can enrich and influence decision making for the future. As the Baby Boomer generation prepares for retirement, many firms want to be sure that the knowledge and experience gained by the current leadership does not walk out the door when they do. This goes beyond specific client information, which will be transitioned from one partner to another. Instead, it broadly encompasses the history and legacy of the firm and knowledge and insights about the practice, the people and the community.  

We all know that it cannot be assumed that “everyone knows” what is going on in the firm. Marketers, as professional communicators, should work to share information across the firm. To help gain partner buy-in, you might ask a partner in your firm this question: “How embarrassing is it when a client calls to ask a question regarding something she has recently read in your latest newsletter, and you are caught off guard because you have not yet see the newsletter that was mailed?” To solve this dilemma, marketers, in tandem with others, can make certain that external communication is circulated internally as well. 
Marketers can be the portal of knowledge, making sure that the firm’s news becomes common knowledge. When a client sends a flattering testimonial, when a center of influence speaks on behalf of the firm, when a manager is complimented on a job well done or when the firm wins a local award, this news needs to be spread throughout the organization. 
Finally, there should be a process for guaranteeing that the knowledge everyone carries around with them is retained in a permanent place for use by others. This is especially obvious when a partner notices how much contact information is missing from a client’s file. It is not that the partner doesn’t know the client’s phone number or e-mail.  It may, in fact, be memorized or stored in a Blackberry or some other personal electronic product—but it never makes it into the firm’s CRM system. The marketer can help develop a system that ensures that such knowledge is placed in a common area so that it can be leveraged by any who needs it.   
There are a wide range of methods for collecting and sharing information within the firm, and each firm will embrace those initiatives that are most appropriate for their size, attitude, commitment and resources. 

Intranet: Firms are using technology to store data and make it easily available. Based on a web-style platform, the firm can sort and organize information that can be conveniently retrieved. A folder can house marketing data, such as bios, newsletters, templates, correspondence, strategic plans, proposal, invitations, and program details. In much the same way, the Human Resource folder is the best place to store forms, evaluations, and surveys. Additional folders can be created based on the amount of the firm’s public information. The firm’s calendar, announcements and even a discussion list can round out the elements on the Intranet along with current news, tax changes, new pronouncements or the like.

Marketing can be the bridge between technology and people, especially by contributing to the creation and, even more importantly, the maintenance of the Intranet – ensuring that the information remains accurate, current and relevant:
· Internal newsletters: This is a wonderful communication vehicle that allows the firm to share a range of information. Because it is usually prepared monthly, it is not a good source for the sharing of very timely news – but does strengthen the culture by providing a way to showcase employee profiles, celebrate birthday and work-related anniversaries, announce firm activities (such as a blood drive), invitations to firm events (such as the summer picnic), respond to suggestions made by staff and list new clients. The firm’s Marketing Director should be involved in the writing, design and/or publication of the newsletter as well as assisting with accumulating and disseminating the firm’s news.      
· Training: Marketers can create a process for broadening the knowledge of the staff in areas such as presentation skills, business writing or networking. While a good amount of attention is paid to CPE, some firms do not spend as much time on soft-skills training. 
· Bulletin Boards: Using bulletin boards in kitchens, lounge areas and other places within the firm, marketers can post information that extends the awareness and knowledge of the staff. Details on the firm’s 401k plan, recent media coverage or fire drill procedures can all be easily displayed. Additionally, the scope of the bulletin board can go beyond traditional usage to include samples of the firm’s newsletters along with other industry updates or news about a client’s recent success. 
· “Lunch and Learn” Programs and Staff Meetings: While newsletters, Intranet and e-mails have a purpose, the firm also needs effective platforms for sharing news across the firm in person.  Whether held quarterly, monthly or in some other time frame that is acceptable to the firm, having a planned system for communication is critical.        
· Mentoring: This is an excellent tool for knowledge sharing between the generations and across multi-disciplines within the firm. Marketers can assist in the creation of a mentoring program and can also act as mentors themselves.    


· E-mail: It is important for someone to have ownership of the firm’s internal communications. There are limitless messages that take place within a firm on a daily basis. These can be technical in nature, such as those that occur when there is a proposal pending and it must be ascertained if there is any conflict of interest, or they  can be more casual, such as the announcement of a decision to close early on the eve of a holiday. Whatever the content, e-mail across the organization should be clear, concise and consistent. E-mail is a powerful tool for sharing knowledge quickly and conveniently with everyone in the firm (but it that should not be used when personal communication is more appropriate).
An overwhelming amount of individual and collective information is available today.  The challenge lies in striking a balance between someone knowing something and having them share that knowledge with others at the firm who may benefit from it.  
Assembling, managing, interpreting, disseminating and storing the data in a meaningful way to add value to the firm is a daunting task.  Marketing directors who become comfortable as “Chief Knowledge Officers” can be instrumental in establishing efficient processes for gathering and storing the wisdom of the firm and encouraging those with “personal knowledge” to share what they know by including it in the organization’s community storehouse of data.  
______________________________________________________________________
Editor’s note: If you have a specific or theoretical question about an accounting marketing topic, please e-mail it to SallyG@sobel-cpa.com and Marsha.Leest@WoltersKluwer.com.  If you prefer to have your name withheld, indicate only your first name, position at the firm and city.  For total anonymity, please request name withheld.”
