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The Role of Knowledge Management Governance
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Abstract—This paper aims to explore how governance of
knowledge management (KM) can lead to successful delivery of
KM strategic benefits and the critical issues pertaining to it.
Through a case study method using secondary data of IBM
Corporation, the author argues that KM governance plays a
critical role in providing a balance between people, process, and
technology in KM strategy. Governance of KM is described as
an executive framework which includes authority, strategy
development, organizational culture, risk management and
evaluation and measurement in relation to KM deployment. In
the study, it is revealed that governance mechanisms were
fitting to support the realization of KM objectives through
decision rights arrangements, culture of intelligent
collaboration, and nurturing of communities of practice. Finally,
this paper suggests that KM governance evolves toward
changes in KM strategy. Further research should investigate
how the interplay of IT, business, and KM strategies affect the
archetypes of KM governance.

Index Terms—Governance, IBM, knowledge management,
strategy.

. INTRODUCTION

Knowledge has been regarded as the most important asset
for organizations in the last decade. This is also supported by
the knowledge-based view of the firm which looks at
intangible resources of a firm such as intellectual capital as
the source of competitive advantage [1]-[2]. Nonaka and
Takeuchi [3] outline how knowledge is likely to be the only
resource within a firm, which is hard to imitate by
competitors. Thus, inimitable knowledge makes a superior
source of sustainable competitive advantage.

Having realized the strategic role of knowledge,
organizations have attempted to leverage knowledge in order
to enhance their performance. Managing knowledge has
become a recurring theme in organizations of various
industries. Wiig [4] describes knowledge management (KM)
as self-realizing the potential that an entity has over its
knowledge asset towards effectiveness and accomplishment.
KM has increasingly been recognized as a business approach
which uses technology as an enabler, despite the fact that
early KM research saw KM as a strong technology-driven
initiative [5].

To effectively deploy KM in organization, deliberate KM
strategy must be developed [6]. This refers to identifying
areas in which knowledge is critical and setting up actions,
tools, and methods that can best leverage knowledge. This
also means the development of KM strategy which considers
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the aspect of people, process, and technology [7]. KM
strategy is seen as a selection of framework to achieve the
strategic benefit of leveraging knowledge towards the
achievement of organizational goals [8].

While the importance of having enunciated KM strategy
has received considerable attention in the literature, little
have been known about how the governance of KM strategy
is acted upon. Governance of KM is meant to ensure the
delivery of KM strategic benefits. It broadly deals with the
framework of decision rights, organizational structure, policy
guidelines, risk management, performance measurement, and
feedback mechanisms in relation to KM deployment [9]-[11].

This paper aims to explore how governance of knowledge
management can lead to successful delivery of KM strategic
benefits and the critical issues pertaining to it. It also looks at
how governance of KM can contribute to realizing the
balance amongst people, process, and technology within KM
strategy. A case study from a secondary data source is
presented to illustrate the application of KM governance. In a
larger picture, this paper is expected to contribute to
understanding what roles governance of KM can play in a
successful KM initiative.

The paper is structured into five sections which starts with
background and introduction of the topic then followed by a
brief literature review of KM governance and strategy. Next,
a case study of KM initiative in IBM is presented along with
the findings and discussions in the next section. Finally, a
conclusion and further research are presented.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. Governance of KM

In the literature, governance of KM is discussed fairly
variably with respect to its conceptualization. Zyngier et al.,
[11] conceptualize KM governance in a strategic context
which provides links between KM strategy and its
implementation. In their study, KM governance is regarded
as evolutionary as shown by the availability of feedback
mechanisms to improve governance processes. With this,
governance is broadly characterized to include authority, risk
management, and evaluation and measurement [12].
Governance of KM is exerted to ensure the delivery of KM
strategic benefits through leadership, risk mitigation, and
feedback mechanisms.

On a more pragmatic view of governance, Schroeder and
Pauleen [13] delineate KM governance in light of explaining
how structure and processes in organization can be honed to
support coordination activities in KM deployment.
Governance of KM in this definition largely deals with
incorporating appropriate coordination and control to enable
effective KM. Leadership, organizational structure, and
relational mechanisms among stakeholders are the common
themes of governance under this conceptualization [14].
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With respect to leadership, it is defined as the
characterization of authority which focuses on guiding and
directing organizational strategy to support the value
proposition of the organization [6]. The governance aspect in
authority means rules and exercise of authority are subject to
good practices. As leadership and authority transpire in
organizational practices, they cannot be liberated from the
notion of organizational culture [15].

Organizational culture is an important factor which defines
the performance of KM system [16]. Zyngier and Burstein [6]
argue that leaders substantially influence the creation of
organizational culture through their attitude, management
style, and organization structure. The culture itself can be in
form of corporate values, professional attitude, ethical
conduct, or simply the positive climate to foster collaboration
and task achievement.

Governance of KM is also perceived as a means to ensure
that KM system meets the desired performance. Onions and
de Langen [10] convey KM governance as an attempt to
maintain performance management of KM in order to match
or exceed the predefined standards and objectives. Thus, it
emphasizes more on the quality of performance and the
standards employed in the KM initiative. The
implementation of KM, therefore, needs to be governed in a
way that ensures the achievement of performance standards.

Drawing from the various definitions of KM governance
above, the main areas of governance in KM can be
summarized to include authority, strategy development, risk
management, organizational culture, and evaluation and
measurement. These are the domains of KM governance
which influence the impacts that KM initiatives in an
organization will engender.

B. The Role of IT in KM Strategy

IT has traditionally been seen as the most important
driving force in enabling KM. The incorporation of IT in KM
system was one factor that triggered profound discussion on
how KM could significantly bring impact in business [17]. IT
was considered eminent in enhancing firm’s capability to
leverage knowledge. It could tremendously improve people’s
access to knowledge, faster transfer of knowledge, and
efficient knowledge reuse. Technologies in form of
information repositories, central databases, intranets, and
record management systems have become an overpowering
discourse in early KM research and practice [18].

However, long gone has the era where IT was considered
the sole critical driver of successful KM system. Many KM
projects failed to deliver its promised benefits and IT alone
was found insufficient to bring impact in KM effectiveness
[16]. IT can only support KM programs so much, but the
effectiveness of KM systems relies on much more complex
situations [19]. Social behavior of human is another success
factor in KM systems —and in any IT/IS project — that is often
overlooked. The users of such systems are people who have
different motivational factors in taking part in and benefiting
from the system.

The role of IT in enabling KM systems has transitioned.
The early periods where IT occupied considerable attention
to KM was known as the first generation of KM [20]. IT was,
at that time, focused on codifying and manipulating explicit
knowledge and facilitating better access to knowledge. Thus,
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KM strategy at that period had revolved around the idea of
exploiting IT for knowledge reuse. The second generation of
KM is marked by the changing focus of KM into the
induction and nurturing of communities of practice. KM is
evolving and shifting further to facilitate the networking of
knowledge [20]-[21]. IT in this regard contributes to
developing social capital to enable organizational learning
within and across communities. Collaboration software,
groupware, discussion forums, and virtual communities are
examples of the emerging IT applications in this era. Finally,
the third generation of KM is thought of as the transformation
of KM into embedded system that organically lives within
organizations. It is seen as the encapsulation of previous KM
capabilities with synergies of learning, innovation, and
knowledge creation into the organizational structure [21]. IT
is regarded as inherent in KM activities with its applications
such as e-business, business platforms, and other strategic IT
applications. Thus, technologies will paradoxically return to
its critical role in the early KM, only this time becomes
integrated in a socio-technical system.

IIl. THE CASE STUDY

A. Background of the Organization

IBM Corporation is a global company which provides
integrated business solutions with more than 380,000
employees working in 170 countries [22]. Founded in 1924,
IBM has gone through dramatic changes in its business. It has
transformed from a global powerhouse in mainframe
computing to become an innovative provider of integrated
business solutions [23].

With the headquarters located in New York, USA, IBM
articulates its vision as a “globally-integrated-enterprise” [24]
which no longer sees itself in a traditional way of
multinational business. It aims to operate as a unified
business which consolidates its line of functions throughout
worldwide business units and subsidiaries. One example of
this vision is the delivery centers of technological solution in
India, which not only is aimed to deliver services in Asia but
also worldwide [25].

The description over KM implementation in IBM,
however, illustrates the distinct characteristics it has between
early and current times. It is thus considered important to
distinguish KM deployment based on the time periods.

B. Governance of KM in IBM

KM in IBM was known as early as in 1994 when it was
first initiated in the Global Business Service business units
[23]. The objective of KM at that time was to facilitate
knowledge reuse amongst IBM global workers for higher
speed and more accuracy on delivering solutions to clients
[25]. This has come to be labeled as Intellectual Capital
Management where the company began to realize the benefit
of providing better access of knowledge from and to its
business consultants worldwide. In 1998, the KM program
was brought as a corporate-wide KM program and thus
secured top management support more widely [23]. In this
paper, KM program in IBM was divided into two distinct
periods, i.e., the early KM program (1994-2008) and the
current KM program (2008-now).

In 1994-2008, KM program in IBM was pretty much a
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resemblance of what most practices and research have
prescribed in setting up a successful KM initiative. It started
from a bottom-up initiative which was then brought up as a
global KM program under the auspices of the CIO [25]. The
headquarters was then providing KM leadership, defining
KM strategic direction, and selecting the technologies to be
used [23]. These were all made by taking into account the risk
management approach. It was realised that for the KM
program to be successful, adequate participation from the
users must be maintained [25]. Following this, the
implementation and monitoring of KM were made based on a
top-down approach towards regional offices. Thus, little
variations were seen in the implementation of KM globally
despite the presence of KM managers in local level [25].

Organizational culture and measurement of KM revolved
around the issue of how to engage IBM’s global workers to
reuse knowledge and share best practices throughout the
globe. Knowledge sharing was explicitly written as a
requirement in the job description of each employee and a
reward scheme for employees who actively contributed to the
KM system was made available [23]. Measurement of KM
effectiveness was designed to include both quantitative (e.qg.
number of contributions, number of access) and qualitative
aspects (e.g. satisfaction, perceived benefits).

The selected KM technologies to support KM in these
times were characterized as highly focused on content.
Although there were numerous virtual communities support
available, e.g. discussion forums in form of Knowledge Café
the central theme of the technologies was to enable capturing
and storing knowledge in central repositories for later reuse
[23]. Employees were encouraged to share their knowledge
through intranet portals. The technological architecture was
made to enable other employees to easily access and reuse the
knowledge [25].

Although there is no precise time of when the KM focus in
IBM has transitioned, the current KM practice in IBM
(2008-now) illuminates the shifting focus from initially
intending to manage knowledge as a content to currently
connecting people with their communities and fostering
collaboration. This is shown by the growing adoption of
enterprise social software in IBM [26]-[27].

Enterprise social software that is being incorporated in
IBM is a product of its research and development as well as
part of the KM solutions offered by IBM to its clients [27]. It
facilitates collaboration among employees, workgroups, and
geographic business units using a range of technology such as
wikis, blogs, microblogs, and social networking tools [25].
Being the social software is commercially offered to its
clients, IBM also aims to exemplify how social software can
be leveraged to improve collaboration and knowledge
creation in its own organization.

Interestingly, the initiative of the social software adoption
in IBM to date is undertaken by IBM Software Group, a
technological innovation business unit in IBM [28]. The
group has recruited volunteers throughout IBM worldwide to
act as ambassadors in adopting social software in their work
routines. The technology and framework of adoption,
however, are still decided by the headquarters only to include
the role of local IBM ambassadors, i.e. BluelQ, as evangelists
of such program [27]. Top management support is also
present rather unconventionally through the reverse
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mentoring imposed by the IBM Software Group [27]. Senior
executives are trained and passed on the benefits of enterprise
social software through mentoring by the ambassadors and
then are expected to be part of the top-down support of the
adoption program [27].

Social software in IBM is not merely a matter of
technology. It has been transformed to support the nurturing
of communities of practice in IBM. With more than 900
communities worldwide, IBM puts a critical role for
communities of practice to work behind the scene in
supporting IBM to achieve its strategic goals [26]. With the
use of social software, communities of practice are more
empowered in their collaboration activities within and across
communities. Community members are getting more
effectively interconnected and thus promote innovation
through the increased capability of the communities.

Other than the traditional quantitative measurement,
evaluation of the current KM systems also takes into account
the notion of communities of practice. IBM has developed
and used a Community Capability and Maturity model in
assessing the state of its communities of practice [29]. It
includes assessing what levels the communities are in and
helps to define what type of support the company will need to
provide to each community.

IV. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS

The case of KM in IBM has shown that governance
mechanisms were in place to ensure the realization of KM
strategic benefits. The governance domains which are
described to include authority, strategy development,
organizational culture, risk management, and evaluation and
measurement were fitting to support the KM strategy
throughout different time periods.

In early times where the KM focus was on managing
knowledge as content in repositories, governance of KM was
made to ensure that employees were actively contributing to
the KM system whereas current KM program has brought
governance of KM to shift into ensuring effective
interconnection between people and content as well as people
and people. This shows the evolving nature of KM
governance toward changes in KM strategy.

Governance of KM also helps to strike the balance
between people, process, and technology. It is almost too
common that KM systems will end in failure when there is
insufficient attention geared towards the people side of the
system [16]-[17], [30]. It also needs to be recognized that IT
is indeed helpful in empowering KM initiatives. Thus,
finding the right balance to address both human and
technology aspect is critical [17]. KM governance as shown
in IBM case helps defining the rules of thumb and support
needed to make that happens. Social software, for example,
does not stand in isolation from the wider KM strategy. Risks
relating to the adoption of social software such as information
leakage, employees’ behavior and resistance have all been
addressed and directed toward the achievement of IBM’s KM
strategy [27].

Similar to IT governance, there is a relationship between
IBM’s business strategy and KM strategy which then defines
the best arrangements of KM governance. Currently, IBM is
pursuing a transnational strategy which puts emphasis on the
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innovation capability throughout its business units
worldwide. Global knowledge workers are expected to
collaborate intelligently to make rooms for innovation. Thus,
the KM strategy is developed to nurture the communities of
practice as well as the adoption of social software for better
collaboration support. The KM governance also follows the
centralized design of KM technology infrastructure to allow
for standardized KM platform worldwide. Similar form of IT
duopoly is also present which is resembled by the joint role of
IBM Software Group and IBM top executives (CIO) in
making the decisions regarding KM technology selections.

The fact that KM strategy cannot be liberated from
business and IT strategy makes it worthwhile to pay greater
attention to the interplay between business, IT, and KM
strategy. KM initiatives are considered as business approach
which makes use of IT to achieve its objectives [31]. Thus,
the formulation of KM strategy will involve partly business
and IT strategy like what is shown in IBM. Following this,
KM governance should inform whether it has archetypal
arrangements in relation to business and IT decision rights. In
the case of IBM, there is currently no designated KM position
taking up the decision rights structure, but it can be different
in other organizations.

V. CONCLUSION

This paper has demonstrated how KM governance takes
place in the studied organization and what principles are
applied in each of the governance domains. With the domains
defined to include authority, strategy development, risk
management, organizational culture, and evaluation and
measurement, KM governance has proved to be useful in
ensuring the delivery of KM strategic benefits. In the case of
IBM as described in this paper, the goal of the current KM
system is to promote innovation through collaboration. Thus,
the governance mechanisms were fitting to support the
realization of KM objectives through decision rights
arrangements, culture of intelligent collaboration, and
nurturing the communities of practice. It also helps to strike
the balance between people and technology in a KM
initiative.

Further research of this topic should include exploration of
the interplay of KM, IT and business strategies. This is
particularly due to the interdependency among them that
affects the arrangements of KM governance. A reference
model can be built to describe the interrelationship amongst
them which could explain how KM governance embodies IT
and corporate governance. Empirical research with more
number of studied organizations is also suggested to extend
the findings in this paper.

REFERENCES

M. H. Zack, “Developing a knowledge strategy,” California
Management Review, vol. 41, pp. 125-145, Spring 1999.

J. C. Spender, “Making knowledge the basis of a dynamic theory of the
firm,” Strategic Management Journal, vol. 17, pp. 45-62, 1996.

I. Nonaka and H. Takeuchi, The Knowledge-Creating Company: How
Japanese Companies Create the Dynamics of Innovation, Oxford
University Press, 1995.

K. Wiig, “Knowledge management: an introduction and perspective,”
Journal of Knowledge Management, vol. 1, pp. 6-14, 1997.

[
[2]
(3]

[4]

136

[5]

(6]

[71

(8]

[9]

[10]

[11]

[12]

[13]

[14]

[15]

[16]

[17]

[18]

[19]

[20]

[21]

[22]

[23]

[24]

[25]

[26]

[27]

[28]

P. H. Gray and D. B. Meister, “Introduction: fragmentation and
integration in knowledge management research,” Information
Technology and People, vol. 16, pp. 259-265, 2003.

S. Zyngier and F. Burstein, “Knowledge management strategies:
leaders and leadership,” presented at Constructing the Infrastructure
for the Knowledge Economy; Methods and Tools, Theory and
Structure' Proceedings of the 12th International Conference on
Information Systems and Development (ISD'03), Melbourne, 2004.
A. Tiwana, The Knowledge Management Toolkit: Orchestrating IT,
Strategy, and Knowledge Platforms, Upper Saddle River, N.J.:
Prentice Hall, 2002.

K. Mertins, et al., “Introduction,” Knowledge Management Concepts
and Best Practices, K. Mertins, et al., Eds., ed Berlin: Springer-Verlag,
2003, pp. 1-11.

H. A. Smith and J. D. McKeen, “Developments in practice 1X: the
evolution of KM function,” Communications of AlS, vol. 12, pp. 69-79,
2003.

P. E. W. Onions and R. de Langen, “Knowledge management
governance,” in Proc. of 7th European Conference on Knowledge
Management (ECKM 2006), Corvinus University, Budapest, Hungary,
20086, pp. 365.

S. Zyngier, et al., “The role of knowledge management governance in
the implementation of strategy,” in Proc. of the 39" Hawaiian
International Conference on System Sciences (HICSS'06) Track 7,
Kauai, Hawaii, 2006, pp. 152.

S. Zyngier, “Knowledge management governance,” Encyclopedia of
Knowledge Management, D. G. Schwartz, Ed., ed Hershey, PA: Idea
Group Reference, 2006.

A. Schroeder and D. Pauleen, “KM governance: investigating the case
of a knowledge intensive research organization,” Management, vol. 20,
pp. 414-431, 2007.

A. Schroeder, et al., “Governance and leadership of knowledge
management,” in Leadership in the Digital Enterprise: Issues and
Challenges, P. Yoong, Ed., ed Hershey, NY: Business Science
Reference, 2010, pp. 46-61.

F. Burstein, et al., “Understanding of knowledge management roles
and responsibilities: a study in the Australian context,” Knowledge
Management Research & Practice, vol. 8, pp. 76-88, 2010.

J. Storey and E. Barnett, “Knowledge management initiatives: learning
from failure,” Journal of Knowledge Management, vol. 4, pp. 45-56,
2000.

R. McDermott, “Why information technology inspired but cannot
deliver knowledge management,” California Management Review, vol.
41, pp. 103-117, 1999.

B. Gallupe, “Knowledge management systems: surveying the
landscape,” International Journal of Management Reviews, vol. 3, pp.
61-77, 2001.

M. Alavi and D. Leidner, “Review: knowledge management and
knowledge management systems: conceptual foundations and research
issues,” MIS Quarterly, vol. 25, pp. 107-136, 2001.

I. Tuomi, “The future of knowledge management,” Lifelong Learning
in Europe (LLinE), vol. 7, pp. 69-79, 2002.

F. Burstein and H. Linger, “Introduction to the Special Issue: an
Australian perspective on organizational issues in knowledge
management,” International Journal of Knowledge Management, vol.
2, pp. 1-5, 2006.

R. M. Kanter, “IBM in the 21st Century: The Coming of the Globally
Integrated Enterprise (Case No. 9-308-105),” Harvard Business School,
2009.

R. Marsh and A. Satyadas, “Knowledge management in IBM
Corporation,” Leading with Knowledge: Knowledge Management
Practices in Global Infotech Companies, M. Rao, Ed., ed New Delhi:
Tata McGraw-Hill Publishing Company Ltd, 2003, pp. 183-202.

S. J. Palmisano. (2006) The Globally Integrated Enterprise. Foreign
Affairs.[Online]. Available:
http://www.ibm.com/ibm/ideasfromibm/us/integration/010607/images
/leaf1/The_Globally_Integrated_Enterprise.pdf

P. Indu, et al., “Knowledge Management Inititatives at IBM,” ICMR
Center for Management Research, Hyderabad, India2009.

J. Murray and R. Shah. (2010). Virtual Collaboration at IBM. [Online].
Auvailable:
https://www-950.ibm.com/files/app?lang=en_AU#/person/1000009A
ND/file/6e685f19-4471-4e62-97ab-0db96f4cea7c

J. Murray and R. Shah. (2010). Nurturing BluelQ: Enterprise 2.0
Adoption in IBM. [Online]. Auvailable:
https://www-950.ibm.com/files/app?lang=en_AU#/person/100000R0
P5/file/9e211d17-b003-4e60-81ba-611dce7d9174

J. Murray and R. Shah. (2010). Evolution of Enterprise 2.0 at IBM.
[Online]. Available:



[29]

[30]

[31]

International Journal of Computer Theory and Engineering, Vol. 5, No. 1, February 2013

https://www-950.ibm.com/files/app?lang=en_AU#/person/1000009A
ND/file/bdc0f11c-4a06-4536-8125-77fhd9d93189

D. Dunagan, “KM measurement in evolutionary contexts: lessons
learned from IBM Community Measures,” Knowledge Management
Systems Implementation: Lessons from the Silicon Valley, H. Benbya,
Ed., ed Oxford, England: Chandos Publishing, 2008, pp. 209-236

T. H. Davenport, et al., “Successful knowledge management projects,”
Sloan Management Review, vol. 39, pp. 43-57, 1998.

S. Zyngier, “The role of technology in knowledge management
strategies in Australia: recent trends,” Journal of Information and
Knowledge Management, vol. 2, pp. 165-178, 2003.

137

Danny Ardianto is a Member (M) of IACSIT and a
Research Assistant at the Faculty of Information
Technology, Monash University. He has completed a
Master of Business Information Systems Professional,
with honors, specializing in corporate information and
knowledge management at Monash University,
Melbourne, Australia in 2010. Mr. Ardianto is also
affiliated with the Centre for Organisational Social
Informatics, Monash University, Australia, and is a
visiting lecturer at Multimedia Nusantara University in
Tangerang, Indonesia.



