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THE IMPLEMENTATION OF KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT
IN THAILAND: THROUGH THE BARRICADES
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ABSTRACT

The world in the twenty-first century is moving takds a more complex and
dynamic environment so the way that an organizagistessful practiced in the past may
not be applicable in the future. Many multi-nagbrenterprises have already adapted
themselves to the new management era, which sdc&howledge-based society”, where

knowledge is viewed as a source of sustainable ettiye advantage.

They have put huge effort to search, select, omganiisseminate and transfer
important knowledge to create their competitivenesshus, the role of knowledge
management becomes critical in recent years astibiild not be disappeared as so many
management concepts did over the past several. yétogever, many previous studies
showed that many KM initiatives failed because nganaent did not understand the
importance of KM process and elements. The inbentif this paper is to identify major
obstacles, which needed improvement for the suafek®/! implementation in Thailand.
The conclusions emerging from the review and sysishef existing literature indicated
that obstacles of the KM implementation fell intoltaral, structural, technological and

human resource aspects.

* Lecturer of Department of Human Resource and Qrgtion Management, Faculty of Commerce and
Accountancy, Thammasat University
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INTRODUCTION

Traditional economists cast the basic resourcggaduction in terms of tangible
resources such as land, labor and capital as jpateources of competitive advantage.
However, the basis of organizational success h#tedhfrom natural resources and
physical assets to intellectual capital (Laszlo &sklo, 2002). Indeed, the wealth of
nation no longer depends on its ability to acqainel convert raw materials but on the
abilities to intellect its citizens. Not only teeonomists perceive this paradigm shift, but
academics in other related areas of study alsozeeghis phenomenon. They have
recognized that the world in the twenty-first cemtus moving towards a global
“knowledge economy” where the environment is comp@@d dynamic. They can no
longer expect that the products and services tlatenthem successful in the past will
keep them viable in the future.

Figure 1: The effect of intangible and tangible resurces on organization value

Intangible resources Intangible resources Intangible resources (85-
(38%) (62%) 90%)
Tangible resources Tangible resources ]
(62%) (38%) Tangible Resources (10-
15%;

Source: Olve, N., Roy, J. & Wetter, M. (1999)

As the nature of work and competition changeshigitale resources are becoming
more important as shown in figure 1. The valugarfgible resources was previously
recognized by several investors as major indicatmrmsvaluate firm performance. They
preferred investing in firms which owned considégadimount of tangible assets such as
building, machinery, equipment, etc. However, toacept of firm valuation has been
changed in 1990s. Investors started to realizeithangible resources would be more
likely to produce a sustainable competitive advgatavhich would result in long-term
profits for shareholders (Olve, Roy and Watter, 999 They, therefore, adjusted their
portfolio and invested in firms emphasizing on tevelopment of intangible resources.
In the twenty-first century, it is more widely aackmledged that, in order to be
competitive, firms have to sustain and constandyetop their intellectual capital and
hence difficult for competitors to imitate (Black Boal, 1994; Jackson, Hitt & DeNisi,
2003; Itami, 1987; Rao, 1994; Yodwisitsak, 200B)tellectual capital is proved to be the
only source of long-term success and competitiveietause every other aspect of an
organization can be duplicated by others.
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Knowledge is widely accepted as a key factor iratting competitive advantage.
Quality human resources, then, become the mostbkuasset of all knowledge-based
firms. Their ability to create, use and share kieolge represents the possibility to
achieve the greatest strategic advantage of trenmagion. A recent survey demonstrated
that 80 percent of executives from 80 large comgmim the US believed in the essential
of managing knowledge to organizational succes&diehi, 1998). This was agreed by
Carly Fiorina, CEO of Hewlett-Packard, who was dongd in the role of human capital
by emphasizing that the greatest strategy, thetegedinancial plan and the greatest
turnaround was only going to be temporary if it was$ grounded in people (Jackson, Hitt
& DeNisi, 2003).

The objectives of this paper are to review the lab& literature on knowledge
management (KM) and to identify major obstacleKdf in Thai organizations. The
paper is divided into four sections. The firsttget will discuss on various definitions
and forms of knowledge. The concept of KM will fmesented in the second section. Itis
followed by the obstacles of KM in Thailand. Fuwuresearch studies will be
recommended in the final section.

DEFINITIONS AND FORMS OF KNOWLEDGE

The most important question with regard to know&dganagement is “what is
knowledge?”. Helmers (1999) have defined knowlealgéhe accumulation of information
and experience that allows people to react to navatons by synthesizing a response
from past data and actions. Knowledge, therefcaenot be considered as synonym of
information or cannot be assumed to have the sasenimg as data. The differences
among data, information and knowledge should, therglarified in the first place.

Data comprises nothing more than facts, which canelther qualitative or
guantitative in nature. Information is data to efhimeaning has been added by being
categorized, classified, corrected and condenb&drmation coded into symbols to make
knowledge or, in other word, knowledge is the retahip of connected information. It is
an amount of information that is necessary to fiencand achieve. Therefore, knowledge
can also be described as something that makesdatdrand information manageable so it
is only valuable if it is accessible (Beijerse, @0Daszlo & Laszlo, 2002). The following
example will be clearly differentiated the meanafglata, information and knowledge. A
number out of any background such as 1, 2 or 3dcowgan anything. This is called
“data”. It becomes “information” when the dataaisanged and the context is formed, for
example, | was 30 years old or | was born in 19lf4¢an become “knowledge” only when
it is used. If the information is stored in thergqmuter mainframe or human brain and has
never been used, it is not knowledge. If the custoprofiles have been kept for several
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years and have never been read, it would be diegsak information. However, if that
information is used, for example, by a salesmaraimching sales program, it then
becomes knowledge.

Kryshtafovich (2003) has identified knowledge ag tmgh-quality information
with the exception of assumed information becauseldtter has a probability to be the
bad information. Therefore, knowledge has to hgimated from accurate data since
knowledge is derived from information as informatics derived from data. Many
organizations have tried to build up knowledge Ieytisg up “coffee rooms” where
employees can share data and information, whichnwdrealyzed and used, becomes
knowledge.

Knowledge can be recorded in various methods suclilccuments, standard
operating procedures, social relationships amoggrozation members, standards of good
professional practice, culture generated by orgdinaal stories or shared perceptions of
the way things are done around (Levitt and Mar@88). Because of its diverse sources,
it can also be classified in various forms by d#éf& perspectives. The followings are the
examples of the classification of knowledge.

The most common classification divides knowledge iexplicit knowledge and
tacit knowledge. Explicit knowledge can be formatl, codified, articulated and
communicated in formal and systematic languagesodes, and set down in written
documents (Kogut and Zander, 1992; Polanyi, 19%&edRand DeFillippi, 1990). Tacit
knowledge, on the other hand, is demonstrated g¢jircactions, embodied in personal
experience and difficult to express through merdakinstruction; individuals know it
but cannot articulate it. It is passed along tbecd through direct experience. The
importance of tacit knowledge is not more or ldemntexplicit knowledge since it is often
embedded not only in documents and presentatiohsalsa through person-to-person
contacts (Davenport and Prusak, 1998). Even thahghconcept of tacit knowledge and
explicit knowledge is widely accepted, other forofsknowledge are also proposed by
academics and practitioners.

Kirzner (1979) showed that knowledge can be cleskiinto entrepreneurial
knowledge and the knowledge expert. He arguedkhatwledge experts did not fully
recognize the value of their knowledge or how tantii into a profit. Nevertheless, the
entrepreneurs might not have the specific knowlezfgbe expert but they recognized the
value and the opportunity of that knowledge. Thayed unemployed knowledge into
practical knowledge.

Dierickx and Cool (1989) demonstrated that the dydey knowledge of a firm
may be conceptualized as stocks and flows of krmiyde Stocks of knowledge are
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accumulated knowledge assets that are internal fioma on the other hand, flows of
knowledge are knowledge streams into the firm assinalated over time to become
stocks of knowledge.

DelLong and Fahey (2000) classified knowledge inton&n knowledge, social
knowledge and structured knowledge. Human knowdedigging mostly tacit, is what
individuals know. Social knowledge exists in redas among individuals and groups. It
comprises synergetic knowledge, which is largebittaThis form of knowledge is the
result of working and learning together. Fina#itructured knowledge is embedded in the
processes and infrastructure of a social systemisexplicit and rule-based.

Gao, Li and Nakamori (2002) initiated three maintpaf a knowledge subsystem,
namely scientific knowledge, technical knowledge amanagerial knowledge. Scientific
knowledge determines which industry/industries tieenpany can enter and it can be
justified or falsified. Technical knowledge deténes its status of long-term standing in
the industry/industries. Managerial knowledge is the core of organizational
effectiveness and efficiency.

Since various experts have given different defonisi of knowledge, it is essential
to link those ideas and integrate them into a comsing entity. Despite the fact that the
literature includes various classification of orgational knowledge, the most frequently
used is the one that classifies knowledge intot tand explicit knowledge, which is
described in this paper as the core concept. ©heept is used as an axis to link the
different definitions of organizational knowledgeaple 1).

Table 1: The linkages of knowledge definitions tohte core concept

Core Concept
Authors Forms of Knowledge , .
Tacit Explicit
_ Entrepreneurial knowledge V
Kirzner
Knowledge expert J
o Stocks of knowledge V
Diericks & Cool
Flows of knowledge Vv
Human knowledge Vv
DelLong & Fahey Social knowledge V
Structured knowledge Vv
Scientific knowledge Vv
Gao, Li and Nakamori Technical knowledge J
Managerial knowledge J
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The table shows that more than half of existingnforof knowledge are tacit,
which is generated and transferred by the dailykvesperience and social interactions. In
addition, cross-industry reports also supported ithportance of tacit knowledge by
showing that this form of knowledge shared almdstpércent of corporate knowledge
(Ho, 2004).

Since the knowledge sharing process is the coniswaxtivity, firms need to
facilitate the transfer of tacit knowledge. “KMHhus, becomes very important for every
firm in order to develop and sustain competitiveadage.

WHAT IS KM?

Several academics have proposed the definition MfiiK different views so the
aim of this section is to summarize those viewsrder to obtain a mutual agreement
amongst them.

Davenport and Prusak (1998), Seng et al (2002) \Wickramasinghe (2003)
viewed KM as the process of creating value fronogganization intangible resources. It
is a conscious effort to get right knowledge to tight people at the right time so that
people can share and put information into actionvays that improve an organization
performance. Therefore, KM not only involves pa&swho produce information, but also
persons who capture data at the source, transnditasalyze this data, as well as
communicate information based on, or derived frime, data, to those who can actually
act on it.

Beijerse (2000) viewed KM as the management of rmédion within an
organization by steering the strategy, structunéipoe and systems and the capacities and
attitudes of people with regard to their knowledgé. is widely accepted that it is
worthless when an organization has many brilligaff Dut their personal knowledge
cannot be naturally articulated in organizationwlealge. Thus, the basic aim of KM for
an organization is to fully utilize all availabledwledge, transfer significant knowledge
and embody knowledge to enhance competitive adgastaThis is achieved primarily by
facilitating and motivating people via structuredasystems in order to build-up
appropriate culture, develop people capacities astonulate their attitude to
entrepreneurship.

Suresh (2002) viewed KM as a process that helpanzgtions find, select,

organize, disseminate and transfer important in&tiom and expertise necessary for
activities.
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In order to avoid confusion of KM definition, thgaper will define KM as the
process of achieving organization’s goals by cngatialue from the intangible resources,
which is intrinsically existed in its human capital

The next question with regard to knowledge managénse“how to manage the
knowledge?”. There is no simple answer to thisstjge. There were two models
proposed by two independent researchers trying ngwer this important question.
However, neither model was complete and universatiglicable. The model proposed
here has been constructed based on the model®psgvdescribed by Bhatt (2000) and
Suresh (2002) with a slight modification (Figure 2)

Figure 2: Knowledge Manager — Process and Elements

Knowledge Audit, Creation
and Acquisition

{}

Knowledge People Knowledge

Leveraging < :: Culture :: > Adoption
and Infrastructure and

Revision Structure Refinement

N

Knowledge

Distribution
And

Deployment

Modified from : Bhatt (2000) and Suresh (2002)

» KM process

To establish KM in an organization, consideratibase to be emphasized on its
process: knowledge creation and acquisition, kndgge adoption and refinement,
knowledge distribution and deployment, and knowkedgvision and leveraging. Each
step in this process leads to the success of Khimrganization. Missing even one of
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them would cause process failure because the lwapcomplete and the process will
discontinue. The activities in each step will Bplained below.

Knowledge audit, creation and acquisition needsomby to be undertaken during
first step of KM program but also continuously ewngj and emergent. It should identify
and describe what knowledge already exists anddutnowledge requirements of the
enterprise. At this stage, the organizational mensilare forced to view reality in new
perspectives. They have to generate new idea bgkimg down rigid thinking and
assumption. To maximize the impact of informatemilected and knowledge acquired,
knowledge workers are being encouraged to shaneltbst practices, new techniques and
lessons learned with their colleagues, wherevey #re in the organization. Therefore,
this step requires complex interrelated changesganizational culture and structure.

Knowledge adoption and refinement is initiated lnseaof the difficulty to create
knowledge from within. Many companies may choossimpler route by acquiring
knowledge from other sources and adapt it for nakuse. At this stage, the organization
members usually try to organize and transform tbquiaed knowledge into written
material.

Knowledge distribution and deployment is also eBakfor the KM process. To
what extent a firm succeeds in distributing knowledlepends on organization culture and
organizational structure. However, an organizatielying on traditional control and
authority relationship finds it difficult to disbute knowledge since it will be relatively
inflexible in distributing and sharing knowledgedelly and across the teams (Bhatt,
2000).

Knowledge leveraging and revision is important darrent dynamically changing
environment. This step will encourage organizatinembers to leverage the unused
knowledge. If the knowledge components are notleetyuupdated and revised, they will
eventually be obsolete. Revision of knowledgenmpartant because it will help the
organizational members to realize the knowledge géypch will in turn bring them to the
first step - knowledge creation and acquisition.

e KM eements
The procesper se does not lead to success of KM. Cross-industrgies showed

that up to 85 percent of all KM initiatives failéol achieve their business objectives since
management did not realize the importance of KMnelets (Ho, 2004). The model in
Figure 2 is constructed on the assumption thabtbanization has already committed to
initiate KM and top management has issued polimdacilitate KM process. This model
describes the four major elements of the KM procegsch are people, culture,
infrastructure and structure. Having great movasswere very important for the film

78



NSANSUSHISHSTY UM 102 (IWWIBU-TAUSU 2547)

success; however, the film production needed ndy dne great movies but also
supporting teams such as novel writer, directorkeng artist, costume designer, etc.
Likewise, there is no such “a solo great movie’stathe success story of KM. In other
words, all 4 elements are equally important.

Several supportive success factors, which werecateld by many studies, were
mainly linked to soft issues — organizational crdtiand people (Chase, 1997). As
mentioned earlier, knowledge, which is usuallyexlintellectual capital, is a key factor in
creating competitive advantage. In order to beassful, the company therefore requires
quality human resources. For example, even thoagbompany has built a good
infrastructure but failed to invest in human reseudevelopment, those endeavors would
be fruitless. However, quality organizational memis not the only element for KM
success. The role of organizational culture shaoldbe left out. The knowledge-sharing
culture must be established in order to pass owithehl knowledge to other members of
the organization. For example, if a company hasymgualified staff but they do not
share their knowledge to others, organizationalkedge will not be developed.

Management should also design organizational strectvhich will facilitate
information flows throughout the firms. Hierarchicdevels need to be minimized to
reduced filter, and hence enhancing the flow ofWkedge.

The infrastructures are often taken into accountrwthe term “KM” is intoned.
Although KM is not the implementation of technologyperforms best when enable with
sophisticated technology. Information technolog(€B) such as internets, intranets,
Electronic Portals, web conferencing and data warsé are the common infrastructures
that support KM system. They are also perceivednam driving forces in sustaining
firm’s competitiveness. Huge investments are, dftge, being made in hardware and
software to ensure that the information and knogéeid available within the organization
to the people who need it. Most developing coestare required to actively engage IT
diffusion if they want to catch up with the devetolpcountries.

The need to better understanding of KM elemenitscieasingly important. Many
KM initiatives were failed because management ooked the consequences of KM
elements. The essence of each element is notegrietn others since they are inter-
dependent. However, the limitation of each elenmerissimilar in different environment
which will be discussed in the next section.

OBSTACLES OF KM IN THAILAND
The fact that the advent of knowledge era has nthedeuse of KM critical for
organizational success has been widely perceildgiland must try to catch up with the
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more advanced rivals in order to ensure future eitigeness. However, there is no
master plan in finding ways to capture the intellat capital assets since supportive
success factors, as mentioned earlier, in eachre@maent are unique. The KM in

Thailand may not be as successful as other coardiee it has to face with several major
obstacles, which will be discussed as followings.

e Thai people
People are viewed as one element of KM in the orgéion. As mentioned

previously, whilst explicit knowledge cannot befatdveloped, tacit knowledge can be
extended by itself. Organization, therefore, hmgpat emphasis on the ability of its
personnel to utilize available information and taldh up competitive advantage. They
must be encouraged to maintain awareness of whawlkdge is, how to observe and
identify valuable knowledge, how to collect the essary information, and how to
facilitate the KM process. Levinson (2000) supedrthe importance of personnel by
stating that education of human capital is a nesgssgredient for the success in
knowledge-based economy.

However, according to the World Competitiveness depy IMD during 1995-
2000, Thailand was grouped in the lowest quadraattd lacking of Thai people who had
ability to access and process information (IMD, 3;92003).

e Thai culture

KM is highly cultural. Several western managemacepts have been brought
to Thailand during the past few decades. Howes@me of them were not successfully
applied, as many researchers expected, since Thareis very much different from that
of the Western. Without its understanding, academand practitioners might lose their
way to the successful implementation of westernagament concepts. Some of the Thai
values which foreigners often find difficult to dewath were summarized as follow.

Rohitratana (2003) suggested that Thai employeesllysassumed that their
bosses possessed certain knowledge, wisdom andengewhich go beyond their own
capacity. The employees believed that power ofviddals who were in higher
hierarchical levels would be more than those wheewe lower levels. This situation is
not uncommon universally but, in Thailand, mostpedelieve that it is a requirement
for them to follow their superior’s instruction3.hus, only those at the top could possibly
make decisions and the employees will take theabltellowers.

The same author also emphasized that “saving feale is widely applicable in
almost every organization in Thailand. Whenevereghare any problems to be solved, the
first criteria to consider is saving the face oé thersons involved. Consequently, if
someone did not agree with his/her friends, helshally avoided giving any criticism
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because the person who had been criticized wowé baen perceived as losing face.
The role of saving face is not limited to the abowgatext. In many cases, a person wants
to save his/her own face by not asking for any @&ftiom others.

“Kreng jai” is another Thai value which foreignerdten find difficult to
understand. Komin (1990) and Holmes and Tanton@a996) defined it as the situation
where there was the potential for discomfort orflicinbut an individual tried to take
another person’s feelings into account. In Thailahis behavior has been established for
several decades and it becomes a root of socidemysvhich is widely applied
everywhere

Bunyagidj and colleagues (2003) agreed with thermtbsearchers and suggested
that knowledge-sharing culture was essential tostecess of KM implementation in
Thailand. However, majority of Thai organizatiodisl not pay much attention to such
culture. The strong seniority culture, where tin@gr did not dare to speak out in front of
the senior, was still considered as normal pragticEhai society. Thus, learning, which
embraces the acquisition of existing and the deveént of new knowledge in order to
improve organizational performance, will be obstedc

e Infrastructure

As mentioned earlier, technology has caused a npgoadigm shift in the way
information services are delivered. Even thouglganizations cannot achieve the
implementation of a KM with technology alone, irdnaucture, specifically IT, is required
to obtain available information. It provides easgess to information and the knowledge
resources with minimum time frame.

Southeast Asian countries are trying to catch ugh wheir more advanced
counterparts in the belief that an expansion ofitiiermation infrastructure will permit
more efficient decision making and improve the dogis competitiveness. However, the
examination of the state of R&D by Lim (1999) dss#d that these countries still had a
long way to go to catch up with the developed coest

In Thailand, the rapid economic growth rate allovaedincreasing number of Thai
citizens to enjoy ready access to subsidized ieslithat were monopolistically operated
by Thai state enterprises (SE). Comparing to ott@reloping countries, Thailand’s
infrastructure is much underdeveloped. For exantpknumber of telephone lines in the
Bangkok Metropolitan Area (BMA) was consequentlgreased from 3.3 lines per 100
persons in 1992 to more than 10 lines per 100 pergo 2000; however, this number is
still far behind other developing countries whelne number is as high as 40 per 100
persons (Yodwisitsak, 2003).
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In addition, Thailand also has the problem of the level of computer literacy
and low level of access to computers required fif@rmation processing as revealed by
the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) 2003 (www.itu.int). ITU initiated
the first global index to rank Information and Coomication Technology (ICT) access
called Digital Access Index (DAI) which coveredaal of 178 economies. The index
covered variables in five areas, namely the avidithalof infrastructure, affordability of
access, educational level, quality of ICT serviaed Internet usage. According to the
DAI, Thailand was categorized as a medium accesstopand had a score of 48/100.

e Organizational structure

The importance of organizational structure in Tipaivate enterprises is not
different from other countries. However, the diia in Thailand may be more intense
since more than 95% of 850 thousand private ensegiin this country are small and
medium enterprises where the owners normally rue Husiness by themselves
(Ngamsiripattanakul, 2004 and SMEs today, 2003in@in the high-level position in the
organizations, they usually make decision on tbein or take advices only from their
family members.

Worse, the situation in Thai SE is far beyond siticey usually operate in
centralized system and have multi-layered orgaiozat structure. Several studies
suggested that the outdated bureaucratic system hegr@rchical structure, which
obstructed flow of information and communicatiohpsld be replaced by other systems
that could effectively and flexibly deal with thepid changing environment (Parker,
1995; Smith et al., 1999 and Yodwisitsak, 2001 20@3).

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION:

It was said who owned the information, had the pow&he statement is valid
even for today. Large multi-national enterprisesvéh seen the importance of the
information relevant to their business, and yengfarmed the recorded information into
knowledge. In other words, they try to transforhrerhselves from data-based or
information-based to knowledge-based organizatiorse knowledge-based management
has recently proved itself to be a key succes®rfdor modern business organizations.
Organization has to search, select, organize, diss¢e and transfer important knowledge
to create its competitiveness. Thus, the KM coheepequired for any organization and
should not be disappeared as so many managemecgpterdid over the past several
years. It is necessary for practitioners to comefffeunderstand both KM process and
elements since missing even one of them will leaf@iture.
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Not many Thai organizations have successfully astbpkKM concept. This
situation is not unique in Thailand since sevemlrtries have faced with the same
experience. Most organizations followed each efefM process but ignored the essence
of the elements. Even though some organizatioadizesl the importance of KM
elements, they failed to adapt the elements teo émiironment.

The future research question arising from thisclatis “how to successfully
implement KM in Thai organizations?”. The researshshould pay particular attention
on cultural, structural, technological and humasotgce aspects. When this question is
answered, the organization competitiveness wilhiggroved.
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