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 Introduction

Most of  us don’t tend to think a lot about how we work - work is something we do and for the most part take for 

granted. The purpose of  this booklet is to help you become more aware of  how you work and, in doing so, help you 

improve your effectiveness and enhance your work satisfaction. 

To begin I want to you to spend a few moments thinking about what your work day is like. If  you 

were to craft a story of  your day what would you include?

Is your day routine or are you constantly facing novel, unique tasks? What is the pace of  work, steady 

or frenetic? Do you control your work tasks or are they prescribed? What are your deadlines; who 

decides? Do you work autonomously or on teams? 

What do you do while you are... at your desk, working on your computer, participating in meetings, 

talking with clients, customers, patients, peers or managers? 

What information do you work with and where do you access this information? What technologies do 

you use... cell phone, personal digital assistant, computer? What software... e-mail, browsers, word 

processor, project management tools, spreadsheet? How do you use the internet... browsing web pages, reading 

blogs, searching? Who do you talk with to get work done... co-workers, clients, customers, senior staff, external 

consultants? Who do you interact with when you need new information, insights or answers to tough questions? 

Does work make you feel exhausted or invigorated? Is work fulfilling? Do you continually learn new things? Do you 

have the chance to change your practices, identify new opportunities, engage in innovation? The list of  questions is 

endless… 

The work day that you have just envisioned is probably a good example of  “knowledge work.” While most of  us 

experience a lot of  diversity in what we do there are some patterns that cross over different organizations and sectors. 

The following section examines knowledge work and workers

Knowledge Workers

Tom Davenport (2005) suggests that knowledge workers, who typically have high levels of  expertise, education and 

experience, create, distribute and apply knowledge. While all workers work with some information and knowledge, 

knowledge workers are different from industrial or service workers. To a greater extent knowledge workers define their 

own tasks and have autonomy in determining what, when and how they work. Their work tends to be unstructured. 

Frequently, quality is more important than quantity. To be effective, knowledge workers engage in continuous learning 

and improvement; they need to learn in order to keep up with new knowledge and the complex challenges they face in 

their work. 

In various forms, such as priests and elders, medicine men and scribes, business advisors, artists, and inventors, some 

people have always been involved in creating and applying knowledge. What is new is the rapid growth in the numbers 

of  knowledge workers and their importance to their organizations and the economy as a whole. While we recognize the 

importance of  knowledge workers, many organizations are not adequately supporting, developing and managing their 

knowledge workers. As a result, Peter Drucker (1998) argued that knowledge worker performance was one of  the most 

challenging organizational issues of  the 21st century. 

How do I work? 
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What do knowledge workers do? 

Think back to the image of  your “typical” work day that you created, are some of  your activities listed in the 

accompanying table? All of  these tasks are performed by knowledge workers. Some are inputs, others are mental 

processes applied to analyze or address an issue and others are outputs, such as a report, decision 

or action. 

Why do knowledge workers engage in these activities? Usually, it is in response to a particular 

need, issue or situation. Sometimes they are assigned and, at other times, self-initiated. 

All of  these involve solving problems and making decisions. (Understanding that the word 

“problem” focuses on actions to address something that has to be accomplished, answered or 

dealt with rather than a negative or threatening challenge.) How do knowledge workers solve 

problems?

Problem solving and Decision making

Karl Wiig (2003) noted that in a normal day, workers engage in hundreds, even thousands, of  small individual problem 

solving incidents. Most are unconscious and require a few seconds; others require more time, information gathering and 

teamwork. Traditionally, decision making theories suggested that individuals work through a systematic, step-by-step 

process to make decisions. This rational approach to decision making includes several stages: defining the issue, 

conducting a thorough analysis, identifying options, evaluating these options based on identified criteria before making a 

final decision. Yet, there is evidence that this is not how most knowledge workers work; as they encounter problems they 

rarely work through a step-by-step analysis. 

Gary Klein (2003) focuses on the role that intuition plays in solving problems. He believes that 

as much as 90% of  our decisions are based on intuition; our ability to make sense of  situations 

and understand patterns. Studies of  health workers, executives, military, firefighters, pilots and 

others have found that sense making, pattern recognition and mental models are essential 

components of  decision making. 

As illustrated, Klein argues that decision making is a cyclical process. As an individual 

encounters a situation he/she makes sense of  the issue. Making sense generates cues and allows 

one to recognize patterns, both in the nature of  the problem and response. Through pattern 

recognition, the problem solver identifies actions to address the issue. As one begins to act, they are also assessing, in 

real time, the potential impact of  their actions. In particular, highly skilled workers demonstrate the ability to reflect-in-

action (Schön, 1987), to conduct mental simulations as a way of  imagining possible outcomes. As problem solvers do 

this, they adjust their actions on-the-fly.

This approach, called naturalistic  making, is more than decision making based on gut feelings. Rather, intuition is a 

process - gained through experience - of  learning to see, of  developing the capacity to be perceptive and subconsciously 

categorize situations. Klein has found that novice decision makers are more likely to work through problems in a step-

by-step manner. However, as they gain more experience they abandon these models; they internalize a problem solving 

process and tap into their sense making and pattern recognition storehouse. 
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Different types of problems

Increasingly, organizations are facing different, more challenging types of  problems. In addition to understanding that 

problem solving is not a rational, step-by-step process it is important to distinguish between the different types of  

problems that workers encounter. The next section discusses routine, complicated and complex problems. 

Routine problems are situations we have faced before or are similar to ones we have encountered. Routine problems are 

not necessarily simple; they may be challenging, involve multiple steps, require the use of  additional 

information, depend on interactions with others and take time. As well, routine problems may have some 

unique elements. But the key is that we have experienced similar situations previously. 

Routine problems are “known” (Snowden, 2002); as such the principles of  naturalistic decision making fit. 

As one encounters a situation, he or she makes sense of  it, recognizes inherent patterns, based on one’s 

previous experience, and responds. As part of  the process, the problem solver may access information or 

interact with peers. Typically many routine problems can be solved individually. Experience plays an 

important role in solving routine problems as more experienced workers have stronger pattern recognition 

and sense making capacities; they have the confidence to proceed and act. 

There are several potential risks related to solving routine problems. Knowledge workers may jump too 

quickly to the solution (sometimes the situation is not as routine as suspected); they may apply past practices 

that are no longer effective; or they may not critically assess their performance to ensure that they have acted as 

effectively as possible. Routine problems, by their very nature, generate routine responses - often this is appropriate but, 

at times, routine responses may hinder innovation and change.

Novel problems are situations we have not faced before. There are different types of  novel problems. 

Complicated problems are novel but, as Snowden suggests, still “knowable”; it is possible to define the situation, 

factors and variables that are involved. When workers first encounter any type of  problem they initially tend to assume 

that it is routine and believe that they can understand its patterns and make sense of  it. Novel problems 

present a unique challenge; since this type of  situation has not been encountered before, the problem solver 

has limited existing patterns or sense making cues. 

Experienced knowledge workers apply different approaches to make sense of  these types of  situations, 

including taking more time to try to understand the issue; talking with others, particularly with people you 

trust or respect, to gain insights or ideas. As well, they often gather more information, including searching 

the web and attempt to break down or simplify the problem into understandable components or looking for 

similarities with other experiences. 

Most novel problems involve some form of  collaboration. One person rarely holds all of  the answers; 

interaction, team work and collaboration is necessary to work through the situation. As well, skillful problem 

solvers recognize that novel problems involve learning; it is essential to obtain feedback and to continually 

monitor, modify and revise actions.

There are challenges related to solving complicated problems. Time pressures might lead one to treat the problem as 

routine and not look more deeply. Workers face cognitive biases, pressures, external influences and the pull of  past 

practices; these make it more difficult to make sense and see the unique patterns in a situation. The capacity to recognize 

that a problem is novel, to internally understand that one does not have the immediate capacity to act requires a degree 
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of  self-awareness and humility as well as strong personal reflection skills. At times, we feel that they must have all the 

answers; being open, to oneself  and others, that this is not the case can be difficult. Less experienced workers find it 

difficult to work through complicated problems; their limited sense making and tendency to adhere to rules and 

guidelines are not as useful when addressing novel challenges. 

Complex problems are distinct from other types of  problems. Snowden suggests that complex problems are 

“unknowable”; we cannot fully understanding the scope or all of  the components of  a complex problem in advance. A 

complex problem tends to be intractable; vaguely defined with unclear and differing goals; dynamic and continually 

changing. Complex problems have inter-related and hidden elements and multiple potential solutions and paths. 

Frequently there is no consensus on the ideal approach. Further, the system continually changes, even when acted upon. 

Working through complex problems is challenging. One’s existing sense making capacity is often inadequate and, at best, 

partial. It is difficult to detect patterns; there are too many and they are inconsistent or conflicting. 

There are multiple actors, dimensions and factors; all of  which may be changing or conflicting. In 

such situations, how do problem solvers proceed? Some activities include:

Recognizing complexity - often the first step is to recognize that an issue is complex and approaches 

which could be used in routine or complicated problems will not work. 

Collaboration - complexity requires collaboration; working together can generate multiple 

perspectives as people share their sense making and pattern recognition insights. Collaboration 

provides opportunities for shared analysis, idea generation and prototype development. 

Enhanced sense making - while sense making for complex problems is difficult, it remains essential. 

Possible sense making practices include seeking multiple perspectives, being open to external 

insights, and engaging in continuous sense making activities.

Attitudes - problem solving in complexity is enhanced when individuals demonstrate a sense of  

curiosity, creativity, openness to new insights and approaches and patience. 

Prototyping - it is useful to create and explore visual models and prototypes as a way to examine the 

various dimensions of  a complex problems. Prototypes are preliminary responses, embodied in 

some shape or form that can be shared. Creating prototypes allows problem solvers to embed 

assumptions and their understandings into a potential response. Once created, prototypes provide a powerful 

communication tool; allowing others to react to a concrete representation rather than abstract descriptions. It is 

possible to work through a series of  prototypes to examine a complex problem. As well, prototypes can become 

pilots to test outcomes in realistic settings. It is essential to obtain feedback from prototyping and piloting activities. 

 Examining different dimensions - exploring different parts of  problems including, connections, what is known/

unknown, actors, assumptions, attractors, magnets and detractors. As well it is useful to view problems through 

differing lenses such as economic, environmental, societal, community and individual perspectives.

Articulating core values and desired behaviours - identifying core principles and desired end states and acceptable 

behaviours for dealing with a complex problem. These articulated principles provide a way to communicate and 

explore the scope of  the complex problem with others, including those outside of  the immediate team.

This section has examined different types of  problems encountered by knowledge workers. While each problem types 

requires specific responses there are common dimensions that are applied in all problem solving activities. The next 

section introduces a model of  personal knowledge management based on these common dimensions. 
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Personal Knowledge Work Processes

Problem solving, of  whatever type, involves four inter-related dimensions 

- intensive analytical processes, 

- accessing and applying information resources, 

- social interactions and collaboration as well as 

- continuous learning

These four dimensions comprise one’s personal knowledge management (pkm) practices. Each of  us develops a unique 

approach to how we work with knowledge; our pkm practices are influenced by individual attributes, social factors and 

our organization’s culture and context. In the following section each of  the four dimensions is discussed.

Analytical Dimension

Problem solving involves intellectual processes. Humans have unique cognitive capacities to make sense, identify 

patterns and apply analytical techniques to define, assess, and solve problems. The cognitive elements of  problem 

solving are primarily intuitive and tacit, and as a result, it can be hard for an individual to accurately describe or assess 

their own practices. 

A number of  the core analytical elements are identified in the attached table. The first two, interpret and envision, are 

linked to sense making and pattern recognition. As discussed in the section on decision making, sense making and 

pattern recognition are essential elements for all types of  problems solving. Other elements include using analytical 

techniques, creative capacities, the ability to improvise and adapt to changing circumstances and understanding the 

overall context of  work.

Competency Description

Interpret Recognize patterns and make sense of 

problems

Envision Create mental models to solve problems

Apply Apply techniques and models to 

understand and address problems

Create Imagine new options, redefine issues

Context Understand system elements and 

complexity of problems

Analytical

Social Learning

Information
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Information Dimension

Most knowledge work involves working with various forms of  information, including paper-based and electronic files. 

Work involves finding resources on the web, reviewing documents, accessing files from computers or shared drives. For 

most of  us, information skills are taken for granted, yet many work concerns relate to the information dimension. 

Workers are frustrated because they can’t quickly find the information they need and they feel overloaded with too much 

(often poor quality) information. It is difficult to assess the quality of  resources they do find. When they do find 

information it is often less useful than required. The information dimension includes finding information through search 

skills and retrieving information from available sources; evaluating the quality of  information that is obtained; organizing 

and saving information resources for future use; having the capacity to work with multiple sources of  information; 

assembling, synthesizing and combining resources and creating new information for personal use and to support the 

problem solving activities of  others. 

Social Dimension

There is a growing recognition of  the importance of  the social dimension of  knowledge work. Brown and Gray (1995 

stated, “learning is about work, work is about learning and both are social,” describes the links between experience and 

social interaction in how we work and learn. Social dimension elements include developing and maintaining networks of  

contacts; identifying experts with information and insights to help us find answers to questions; working collaboratively 

with others; engaging in discussions and dialogue and building relationships. We recognize that work is increasingly 

collaborative and social. In particular, complicated and complex problems require collaboration and extensive social 

interaction. The importance of  the social dimension highlights that knowledge work is not solitary and isolated; 

knowledge workers need to build and maintain social relationships and networks and work collaboratively with others.

Competency Description

Source Find and r etrieve high quality 
information r esour ces

Assess Analyze value of sour ced information, 
examine and identify useful elements

Organize Order, name, stor e and cull information 
for futur e use

Aggr egate Assemble, summarize, synthesize, edit 
and combine information

Communicate Present information in written and oral 
forms

Competency Description

Find Identify and interact with others who 

can help you address problems

Collaborate Engage in effective teamwork and 

collaboration activities

Close Networks Develop and maintain high trust 

networks within work and interests

Extended Networks Expand and maintain networks outside 

of immediate focus

Dialogue Ask questions and share knowledge 

with others
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Learning Dimension

Each of  the dimensions involves learning. For example, expanding sense making and pattern recognition skills; 

developing skills in identifying, assessing and creating information resources and building robust networks and 

strengthening the ability to work collaboratively. Cross (2007) suggests that most knowledge workers prefer informal 

learning approaches – interacting with experts, seeking information (self-study, readings, internet resources) and social 

interactions (conferences, networks, association memberships). Further, informal learning occurs on-the-job, just-in-time 

as workers address immediate situations. Sadly, while informal learning accounts for up to 80% of  all workplace learning, 

it is not recognized nor supported in many organizations. The challenge of  learning through work is that most learning 

occurs unconsciously. Even when workers engage in reflection it is rarely isolated and distinct from work processes. 

However, it is possible for workers to become more conscious about their work and learning and, in doing so, further 

enhance their ability to be effective continuous learners. 

Enablers

Our personal knowledge work practices do not exist in isolation. Work occurs in context and our approaches to problem 

solving and decision making are impacted by individual, social and organizational factors. This section briefly examines 

each of  these. 

Individual capacity

Individuals solve problems differently. Similarly, approaches to pkm are unique. Research on the differences in 

experience and proficiency, for example between novice and expert workers, reveals different patterns and problem 

solving competencies. As well, individual style and personality plays an important role in how we work and manage key 

knowledge processes. Internal motivation is important. We know that knowledge workers want challenging work and 

opportunities to learn and improve. Alternatively, they are frustrated when they are underutilized. Education and 

experience plays a key role in one’s approach to personal knowledge management. Formal education provides a 

foundation for one’s analytical approach to problem solving. Work experience helps individuals develop a storehouse of  

patterns and mental models to help make sense of  problems. 

Social capacity

Knowledge work is highly social; it depends on collaboration and interaction with networks and communities of  

practice. Workers create different types of  relationships, including:

Competency Description

Sense Expand one’s pattern recognition and 

sense making capacity

Reflect Consciously engage in thoughtful 

reflection

Develop Develop new knowledge

Improve Engage in continuous personal 

improvement

Extend Support work of others by sharing 

knowledge
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• bonding networks (high trust relationships) that enable people to work closely with each other. These networks 

typically have frequent interactions, an ease of  sharing information and a common understanding of  issue. These 

high trust networks make it easier to conduct work. 

• bridging networks are extended networks of  contacts. These boundary spanning networks allow individuals to obtain 

new insights and perspectives. While bridging networks provide greater access to diverse ideas they tend to be lower 

in trust, thus making knowledge sharing less efficient. 

Social capacity requires social capital, the ability to develop trusting relationships, common understandings and interests 

in order to support and sustain our networks and communities. We are learning that one of  the distinguishing 

characteristics of  expert workers is their ability to build - bonding and bridging - networks. 

Organizational capacity

The ability of  workers to manage knowledge processes is dependent upon a supportive organizational climate. 

Supporting conditions include flexibility, individual autonomy, high trust, acceptance of  risk taking, opportunities to do 

engaging work, the presence of  supportive leadership and allowing workers to engage in creativity and innovation. 
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Strengthening Personal Knowledge Management

What options do knowledge workers have to enhance and support their pkm practices? This section, provides a number 

of  tips and suggestions. This list is a starting point. Each suggestion can be further developed. As well, there are other 

areas for exploration. One of  the goals of  pkm is to encourage idea sharing and discussions to strengthen your 

knowledge work competencies.

Developing a PKM plan - while individual workers naturally develop personal work practices, we rarely take the time to 

step back and reflect on our work experiences. A number of  individual knowledge workers and organizations are 

recognizing the value of  pkm processes and embedding pkm planning into development activities. [Contact the author 

to obtain a PKM Planning Guide.]

Expanding sense making - as discussed, problem solving and decision making involves sense making. Our capacity to 

make sense of  issues and problems generates cues and allows one to recognize patterns both in the nature of  the issue 

and response. We develop our sense making through experience, supported by our ability to reflect on our experiences. 

There are no easy short cuts to developing sense making skills, however there are ways to cultivate our capacity, 

including:

• Seeking to enrich our experiences, including gaining more depth and breadth. Enriching experience involves 

proactively managing one’s career, seeking new opportunities, participating in interesting projects and committees. 

• Engaging in critical reflection. Reflecting on your work allows you to purposefully assess your actions as well as your 

assumptions, approaches and sense making practices.

• Being conscious about how you approach and understand issues and problems, including expanding creativity and 

recognizing that some issues will always remain ambiguous and partially understood.

• Seeking other views, including being open to other perspectives as well as actively seeking input and discussing 

problems with others. 

Enhancing creativity - creativity is a key element for knowledge workers - being creative enables workers to approach 

problems in unique ways, supports improvisation and flexibility and is important when working with complex problems. 

Suggestions to enhance creativity include:  

• Creativity involves expanding sense making capacity (as well as being able to break existing sense making patterns). 

To expand sense making try to define problems as broadly as possible and collaborate to gather diverse perspectives. 

Take time, slow down, explore, reflect and discuss issues (including taking time away doing different activities, 

including walking and reflection). As well, find ways to represent problems through images, metaphors, stories and 

prototypes. 

• Use techniques to explore problems more broadly including brainstorming, idea capture, random words, imagery, 

exploring problems from different contexts.

• Adopt a structured process to examine issues from alternative perspectives including redefining issues, combining 

components, separating or minimizing the issue, rearranging elements. All of  these activities are designed to 

encourage divergent thinking (looking for new possibilities) before converging and focusing on possible solutions.
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• Read about creativity; explore the topic from different views. De Bono’s books on creativity are a good starting 

point. As well consider biographies of  creative people (such as Charolotte Gray’s book Reluctant Genius, the 

biography of  Alexander Graham Bell.)

Search techniques - one of  the defining characteristics of  the internet is the capacity to easily and quickly search for 

information resources. Unfortunately, ease does not always result in effectiveness. Some of  the elements to enhance 

search quality include:

• Ensure that information searches are purposeful, systematic and creative. Try to develop more effective search skills 

(conduct a Google search on “effective search skills”) and work with search experts, including librarians.

• Use multiple search tools. In addition to Google, try AltaVista, Google Scholar or a meta search engine. If  possible, 

take advantage of  academic databases as well as specialized, industry-specific resources.

• Carefully select key words and phrases. For new topics it is often difficult to find these terms. You may want to do 

an preliminary search to gain an introduction to a topic (for example, look at an on-line encyclopedia such as 

wikipedia or an on-line bookstore site.) This initial search will help you identify potential key words and phrases, key 

authors, books and possible links. As well, check on-line tools that identify subject headings or key words (such as 

wordtracker.) 

• Use multiple key words and combinations of  terms to search. Throughout your search make sure you maintain a list 

of  the key words you have used. Once you generate results remember to scan the generated lists deeply. (Many 

people do not look beyond the first screen after they do an on-line search.) It may be useful to set a target, such as 

looking at a minimum of  the first 50 or 100 entries in each search.

• Finally, as you gather information systematically save your links and findings; use a social bookmarking tool (such as 

del.icio.us) to quickly capture your findings. 

Appraising information quality - we live in a world of  information excess; unfortunately, the increase in the quantity 

of  information has not resulted in consistent quality. One of  the most important knowledge work skills is the capacity to 

assess the quality of  information that you encounter. 

For academic research, including the evidence-based health care field, there are techniques to appraise the quality of  

evidence. These methods provide systematic procedures to assess different research approaches, types of  studies, 

questions, methods, target groups, data collection, analysis and findings. However, often knowledge workers are working 

with non-research based information resources, in particular, material that has been obtained from the world wide web. 

It is possible to develop structured approaches to assess general information resources. Questions include the quality of  

the web source, identification and attributes of  the author, whether the information provided is supplemented with 

references and external resources, currency of  the information, and how the author distinguishes between opinion and 

evidence in the writing. [Contact the author for a discussion paper on appraising information quality.]

Visual imagery - there is a growing recognition of  the benefits of  creating visual images to represent ideas and thinking 

about problems. Creating a visual image provides a tangible way to represent and share one’s tacit understandings and 
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assumptions around an issue. Visual imagery can include mind maps, free form diagrams, doodling and other techniques. 

Many knowledge workers keep a notebook handy to use for doodling and drawing. Over time these images can be 

transferred to an electronic version (e.g., using tools such as Omnigraffle.) 

Enhancing our networks - interacting with other people, sharing experiences, getting advice, obtaining insights and 

ideas, involves participating in social networks. Our ability to build networks is an important knowledge work 

competency. Suggestions for developing networks include:

• Being purposeful and proactive in identifying experts and contacts in specific content areas.

• Taking advantage of  conferences and external events to make new contacts.

• Focus on listening, rather than talking, when you meet new people; often initial conversations can provide a great 

deal of  insight about a person’s interests and areas of  expertise.

• Working with peers and managers to link with other social networks (and vice versa.)

• Focus on building social capital, developing trusting relationships, as a way to support your learning needs; learning 

is highly social and your interactions will help you and your networks.

• Learn with people who share close common interest areas and consider creating a high trust community of  practice.

In addition to developing networks it is important to maintain networks. Suggestions include:

• Identify and list the members of  your network (for example using traditional rolodex business card holders or 

electronic address books.) Develop the habit of  constantly updating your address book.

• Work hard to maintain regular contact with members in your networks.

• Remember that network relationships are more than one-way information flows; one of  the most effective ways to 

enhance your network is to actively share information with others. 

Reflection - while we learn through our experiences, learning is enhanced when we are able to reflect on those 

experiences. Reflection is a purposeful, introspective process of  examining our thoughts, feelings and actions. Expert 

workers tend to regularly reflect on their work. Even though their extensive experience enables them to quickly make 

sense and act they also consciously examine their actions in order to continually improve. We recognize that reflection is 

important, yet it is often difficult to do. In particular, busy workers find it hard to free up time to engage in reflection. 

The following suggestions can enhance personal reflection practices:

• Being aware of  the value of  reflection is essential. Our ability to reflect is influenced by our attitudes and beliefs. 

Reflection requires openness, a willingness to engage in self-criticism, being prepared to examine your core values 

and approaches to work, and slowing down to have time to reflect.

• It is important to develop a routine and process for reflection. Create your own approach including setting aside 

time, writing, walking, meditation, etc. As you reflect on particular challenges or problems, work through a 

structured process. For example, review your work and look for commonalities and differences from the past; 

analyze, reconsider and question your underlying assumptions and approaches. As well, refection is easier when you 

work through a step-by-step process around a particular experience or problem by reacting to what you experienced, 

elaborating on your actions and rationale and contemplating what you might have done differently.
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• Use aids such as diaries and personal journals, visual images and doodling, tape recorder and digital cameras. 

• Where possible seek feedback on your work; find trusted colleagues who can provide external views and use your 

peers in communities of  practice to share experiences and gain new insights.

Knowledge products - one of  the best ways to focus one’s thinking, reflect on past practices and learn is to share ideas 

and insights with others. Creating knowledge products supports several pkm elements, including strengthening sense 

making, pattern recognition, synthesizing information, supporting reflection as well as developing others. 

There are different types of  knowledge products including creating discussion papers, think pieces or teaching notes; 

contributing to a blog; producing a podcast; sharing a mind map or visual model; posting images on Flickr or adding 

bookmarks to a social bookmarking site. 

An important subset of  knowledge products involves presentation. It is increasingly difficult to gain attention for the 

information you are presenting. One way to gain attention is through high quality presentations. While workers have 

access to presentation software these technologies are often poorly used. For example, there is a growing sentiment that 

poor powerpoint slides can decrease communication quality. Quality design and presentation is becoming a key element 

in KM. [To explore this topic I would suggesting looking at www.presentationzen.com]

Linking Personal Knowledge Management and Knowledge Management

Personal knowledge management focuses on the individual. Knowledge workers tend to be autonomous, self-directed 

and intuitively understand the value of  pkm. Their effective knowledge practices are linked to their ability to successfully 

function as valuable workers. As well, they understand that continuous learning and improvement is necessary to remain 

current in a rapidly changing world. 

A number of  organizations are recognizing the importance of  pkm. There is a growing awareness of  the linkage 

between individual knowledge worker performance and organizational performance. As well, progressive organizations 

understand the need to support and nurture knowledge workers in order to attract and retain scarce knowledge workers 

and enhance work/life balance. Finally, there is interest, although still limited, in linking pkm practices into larger 

organizational KM initiatives. 

However, there is a tension between pkm and KM. Frequently, KM efforts have focused on addressing organizational 

priorities. Unfortunately, some KM practices do not consider the impact on individual workers; their role in KM is either 

assumed or ignored. In the worst cases, KM actually has a negative impact on knowledge worker performance and 

satisfaction. In particular, when they are expected to spend more time documenting, there is an expectation that 

procedures and rules will be complied. As a result there is a perception that KM practices are an added burden to already 

excessive workloads. 

One option to integrate pkm and KM involves a bottom up approach. Building on management support for knowledge 

worker development, workers engage in a process of  assessing their work practices and developing a pkm plan. 

Participants then analyze their plans, identify common needs and explore ways that the organization can support 

individual knowledge practices. Working upwards, personal plans link to organizational enablers which are integrated 

with strategic knowledge priorities - resulting in an integrated KM strategy; one that is built through active participation 

and has the full support of  workers and managers. 
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Conclusion

There is a growing recognition of  the importance of  knowledge workers. Effective problem solving, the core 

contribution of  knowledge workers, is essential to organizational success. This booklet has explored how knowledge 

workers work approach decision making, the types of  problems they encounter and the four inter-related dimensions of  

personal knowledge management. A number of  suggestions on enhancing pkm practices have been provided.

This project is based on a strong belief  in the need to value and celebrate the role of  knowledge workers and to examine 

ways to support their work and learning practices, including introducing the concept of  personal knowledge 

management. The booklet is designed to stimulate conversations about knowledge work and, hopefully, increase your 

interest and willingness to explore some of  the themes identified. Throughout the document number of  sources have 

been identified. As well, there are a number of  useful on-line resources. Two good starting points are Dave Pollard’s 

blog, how to save the world (http://blogs.salon.com/0002007) and Steve Barth’s blog, reflexions (http://

reflexions.typepad.com/reflexions.) 

This is one of  a series of  resources focusing on knowledge work and personal knowledge management. I welcome your 

comments, feedback and suggestions. [Send me a note: kirby.wright@shaw.ca]

Kirby Wright
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