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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The COVID-19 crisis — with its sudden and massive dispersal 
of employees to their homes or remote locations — has created 
many challenges for managers and professionals seeking to 
support the flow of information across their organizations. 
Enterprises are gradually adapting to work-at-home 
requirements, but still face a longstanding knowledge gap that has 
been worsened by the crisis. With the rise of ad hoc, virtual teams 
involving participants from all parts of the organization — and 
external resources — there’s a pressing need for ways to make 
pertinent information available in real time. 

This is a key takeaway from a new digital transformation 
survey of over 200 executives, managers, and professionals 
conducted in May amongst the readers of KMWorld by Unisphere 
Research, a division of Information Today, in partnership with 
Starmind. The survey intended to examine the challenges and 
opportunities faced by organizations as they seek to open up 
access to information and expert analysis across their workforces. 

At the time this survey was conducted, the full impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis was being felt across the world, amplifying 
the challenges of connecting employees with the information 
necessary to do their jobs. The objectives of this research were as 
follows:

›  Gauge the organizational impact of COVID-19 on corporate 
knowledge sharing amongst multi-country, multi-location 
enterprises with work-from-home-based employee 
populations;

›  Identify ongoing challenges faced in knowledge 
management; and

›  Offer solutions and best practices to support an innovative 
digital transformation strategy moving forward

The time has come for a knowledge-streaming enterprise, 
capable of providing access to employees, partners, customers, 
and other members of virtual teams on an on-demand basis. 

The majority of respondents to this survey are knowledge 
management professionals (43%), followed by IT professionals 
(23%) — primarily with manager and director job titles. We 

surveyed organizations across North America in all industry 
verticals and all types of company sizes. Approximately 35% of 
these companies had 10,000 or more employees. 

The survey uncovered the following trends:

›  Remote, distributed work is here to stay. The percentage of 
companies supporting a primarily remote workforce has 
risen from 10% before the COVID-19 crisis to 40% who 
anticipate the majority of their employees continuing to 
work remotely in the future. Many organizations thought 
they were ready for distributed work, but still suffered 
productivity lags when their workforce turned remote. 
However, organizational issues and information silos — not 
the remoteness of work — are inhibiting productivity, and 
the issues associated with knowledge transfer will not go 
away once organizations return to their everyday operations. 

›  Knowledge management suffers from a confidence gap. 
Current knowledge management strategies emphasize 
business value and collaboration, but respondents want to 
see more. While a majority of respondents say employees 
have access to the expertise they need, the depth of such 
support is limited.

›  Knowledge management is both a human and technological 
undertaking. Collaboration and knowledge-sharing 
solutions lead the list of software needed to help companies 
succeed through an ongoing turbulent economy. Artificial 
intelligence is also a promising technology to address 
these requirements, but it is still maturing. In addition to 
adopting innovative tools and platforms, organizations need 
to develop new strategies and supportive methodologies 
to foster a culture that fully leverages their organizational 
intelligence.

The following pages include the results of this relevant and 
valuable survey. Charts may not equal 100% due to multiple 
answers or rounding.
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THE NEW WORLD OF WORKPLACES AND COLLABORATION

Remote, distributed work is here to stay. The percentage of companies supporting a primarily remote workforce has risen from 
10% before the COVID-19 crisis to 40% who anticipate the majority of their employees continuing to work remotely in the future. 
Many organizations thought they were ready for distributed work, but still suffered productivity lags when their workforce turned 
remote. However, organizational issues and information silos — not the remoteness of work — are inhibiting productivity, and 
the issues associated with knowledge transfer will not go away once organizations return to their everyday operations. 

In March 2020, much of North America and Europe 
were forced to shut down in-person business environments, 
resulting in most knowledge workers and managers working in 
home offices. While it’s no surprise that information silos and 
communication challenges increased with remote work, the 
hope that they will disappear when things go back to “normal” 
is misplaced. The conditions of normal work environments 
have significantly changed. People will remain remote in 
larger percentages and the “normal” work environment will be 
redefined. The survey finds that the recent COVID-19 crisis has 
had a substantial impact on the prevalence of remote work — and 
will continue to do so into the foreseeable future. This has long-
term implications for the performance of employees, teams, and 
organizations overall.

Remote, distributed work is here to stay. About 10% of 
respondents indicated that the majority of their employees 
worked at home or remotely at least one day a week prior to 
the shutdown. This percent rose to 40% who state it’s likely 
they will be supporting a majority of their workforce remotely 
in the aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis (See Figure 1). Smaller 
businesses have a higher proportion of their employees working 
remotely — 65% versus 31% of the largest organizations (See 
Figure 2). 

Many organizations thought they were ready for full-scale 
distributed work, but still suffered productivity lags. A large 
segment of respondents, 42%, ranked their organizations 

as “extremely agile” when it comes to supporting a highly 
distributed workforce — defined as already having remote 
employees — and were able to scale to a full remote workforce 
quickly and efficiently when the crisis hit (See Figure 3). 
However, respondents also say that workforce productivity has 
been stagnant during the crisis period. Only 21% saw productivity 
increases, while 31% report decreases (See Figure 4). 

For some organizations, productivity has been a complex 
challenge. “We do not have a productivity metric in place,” 
remarked one respondent. “Anecdotal information is that we 
are doing well. The issues are the same when we’re in the office.”  
Another respondent indicated that “not all functions can be 
performed by a remote workforce. Some processing is still paper-
based.” Others indicated that there has been a slowdown in the 
delivery of work. Still, for those who have been ahead of the curve 
with remote work, the transition has been less eventful, as several 
respondents indicated.

Organizational issues and information silos — not remote 
work — inhibit productivity. Barriers to the productivity of a 
remote workforce include communication issues (62%) and 
information in silos (42%). A related issue — a lack of access to 
information — was reported by 42%, while 40% say employees 
have to spend too much time searching for information (See 
Figure 5).
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Figure 1: Percentage of Workforce Working at Least  
One Day per Week at Home/Remotely  
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Figure 2: Percentage of Workforce Expected to Continue Working at Least  
One Day per Week at Home/Remotely Post-Restriction Period  
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Figure 3: How Agile are Organizations in Supporting Large Remote Workforces  
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Figure 4: How Workforce Productivity Changed  
During COVID-19 Transition Period  
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Figure 5: Barriers to Assuring Remote Workforce Productivity   
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ADAPTING TO THE NEW WORLD OF KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT

Knowledge management suffers from a confidence gap. Current knowledge management strategies emphasize business value 
and collaboration, but respondents want to see more. While a majority of respondents say employees have access to the expertise 
they need, the depth of such support is limited.

Knowledge management suffers from a confidence gap. Only 
41% of respondents report that they have confidence that their 
enterprise’s documented knowledge is the most up-to-date 
information and a reliable, trusted source. Only 12% report they 
are completely confident (See Figure 6).

Fostering collaboration and the quick exchange of information 
within enterprises have always been challenging due to knowledge 
silos, lack of searchability, and information that is difficult to 
find or undocumented. With the rise of virtual teams and remote 
work, knowledge management processes, and technologies need 
to be reimagined and reconsidered. Throughout this survey, two 
recurring themes emerged from the data — the need to provide 
value to the business and the need for greater collaboration.

While a majority of respondents say employees have access to 
the expertise they need, the depth of such support is limited. A 
total of 56% report that employees have meaningful access, in a 

timely manner, to the right expert(s) needed to address business 
problems. However, only 13% indicate that this is available at 
all times, indicating more work needs to be done to provide 
employees access to the talent they need (See Figure 7).

More than 40% of respondents indicate they are not satisfied 
with their current levels of collaboration and information sharing 
(See Figure 8).

Current knowledge management strategies emphasize 
business value and collaboration, but respondents want to see 
more. A majority, 58%, state their organization’s strategy is to 
deliver value/returns on investment to the business, and 51% 
seek to accelerate collaboration. Another underlying challenge, 
being addressed by 44%, is to provide a clearer understanding 
of KM resources, information, and data, and a related goal is to 
encourage greater usage of documented knowledge within the 
enterprise, cited by 37% (See Figure 9).

Figure 6: Confidence in Knowing Available Documented Knowledge  
is Up-to-Date, Reliable, and Trusted  
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Figure 7: Do Employees Know and Have Access, in a Timely Manner, 
to the Right Expert(s) Needed to Address Business Problems?  

Figure 8: To What Extent Do You Agree With the Following Statement?
“I’m satisfied with the level of collaboration for sharing  

knowledge and other communications.”  
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Figure 9: Key Aspects of Knowledge Management Transformation Strategies  
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TECHNOLOGY AND ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

Knowledge management is both a human and technological undertaking. Collaboration and knowledge-sharing solutions 
lead the list of software needed to help companies succeed through an ongoing turbulent economy. Artificial intelligence is also 
a promising technology to address these requirements, but it is still maturing. In addition to adopting innovative tools and 
platforms, organizations need to develop new strategies and supportive methodologies to foster a culture that fully leverages their 
organizational intelligence.

Only 19% of respondents are highly satisfied with the tools 
and platforms available for employee collaboration, sharing 
knowledge, and other communications (See Figure 10). Although 
initially disappointing, digging deeper into these results, we see 
that this group is leading the charge in adopting an entirely new 
set of technologies focused on the human and AI side.

There’s a long-overdue shift happening in enterprises as they 
recognize the importance of intangible versus tangible assets. 
Intangible assets are the organization’s “brain capital” like 
copyrights, patents, trademarks, or even simply the collective 
intellectual power of employees. Intangible assets are by far today 
the most valuable part of company — even in companies with 
substantial physical assets, such as manufacturing.

A knowledge-streaming enterprise is predicated on a strong 
desire for a technology that automatically captures organizational 
brain capital in real time. Not only does this collective intelligence 
empower the enterprise, it creates “skills profiles.” These expertise 
and skill profiles are the foundation to solving various business 
problems, from expert finding, to agile project staffing, to 
workforce planning and internal recruitment hubs. 

In addition, a majority of respondents, 61%, feel there are too 
many separate platforms and channels they need to interact with to 
effectively collaborate or share information. More than one-quarter 
of respondents also concur that these tools are too complicated to 
use, and may even have security issues (See Figure 11).

What type of software or solutions will help bridge the 
knowledge gap in a turbulent economy? Collaboration and 
knowledge-sharing solutions lead the list, cited by 53%. 
Customer-facing technologies, such as chatbots, follow at 37%, 
while 30% see workforce analytics as playing a greater role and 
29% are looking for software to enhance employee experience. 
Customer experience is also seen as a high priority, cited by 29% 
(See Figure 12).

Providing wider access to information tops knowledge 
managers’ wish lists. (See Figure 20) When asked about solutions 
beyond the web-conferencing and collaboration tools now in use, 
the highest ratings went to technologies that crowdsource answers 
to business questions by engaging all employees (See Figure 13).

Artificial intelligence is still maturing. While organizations 
report progress with AI, results have been lukewarm. Close to 
half of respondents, 46%, report seeing no tangible benefits — 
such as return on investment or increased customer engagement 
— or simply do not know (See Figure 14). At the same time, AI 
promises both internal and customer-facing advantages. The 
most tangible benefit seen from AI amongst respondents is the 
improvement of customer experience, satisfaction, and retention, 
cited by 26%. Another 19% see AI delivering advanced analytics 
for faster time-to-insights and decision making. Nineteen percent 
also see benefits through process automation (See Figure 15).
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Figure 10: Satisfaction with Tools and Platforms Available for  
Employee Collaboration and Communications  

Figure 11: Issues Encountered with Available Collaboration Tools and Platforms  
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Figure 12: Most Helpful Software for Potentially Turbulent Economy  
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Figure 13: Technology Requirements to Support Remote Workforces—Ranked
(Beyond web-conferencing and collaboration tools now in use)

Figure 14: Is Your Organization Now Seeing Tangible Benefits from Artificial 
Intelligence Initiative(s) (e.g., return on investment, increased customer engagement)?
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Figure 15: Areas Where AI is Delivering Tangible Benefits
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CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The shift to remote work in today’s environment adds a new 
dimension to enterprise knowledge management. For years, 
enterprises have struggled with enabling access to information 
locked away in silos, or in varying formats across a plethora of 
applications. In addition, managers and employees continue 
to struggle with an assortment of tools and platforms that only 
address narrow aspects of knowledge management. The recent 
crisis, and the massive shift to remote work and virtual teams, 
has exposed this lingering knowledge gap. A combination of 
intelligent tools and supportive methodologies is needed to 
move organizations forward into this new realm, to develop into 
knowledge-streaming enterprises. 

Here are the changes on the horizon:
 
Trustworthy and easy-to-find information is critical 

during uncertain times. In light of changes resulting from 
the COVID-19 crisis, businesses will continue to live in an 
abnormal or semi-normal situation. Knowledge management 
will play a critical role in delivering customer service during this 
period. Just like consumers, employees may be cautious about 
coming to work and getting exposed. This will be even more of 
a problem in the contact center environment, which is typically 
not configured for social distancing. This perfect storm is forcing 
many businesses to rely on “gig” agents or employees from other 
departments who are not knowledgeable enough to be on the 
frontlines. Providing them the opportunity to shift-left, making 
knowledge available in a self-resolution format or providing 
answers easily sourced for service agents that can guide them 
through customer conversations quicker, is critical to making 
them successful.  

Greater emphasis on flexibility, driven by cloud computing. 
Two years of digital transformation happened in two months. 
Organizations and users that were on the fence have now adopted 
the cloud and new ways of working. Prior to COVID-19, the 
cloud was perceived by some as an immediate investment while 
others viewed moving to the cloud as more of a nice-to-have 
or something that could be decided down the road. COVID-19 
has changed both the current and future landscape when it 
comes to digital transformation and the move to the cloud — 
now the mainstream, form of computing. The companies that 

had those technologies in place pre-COVID are a step ahead of 
those that didn’t. Cloud-based knowledge-as-a-service will be 
used more widely to push out information proactively through 
multiple channels in real time to keep employees and customers 
informed and ensure consistency of message. Cloud can make it 
easier for teams to share information and collaborate, especially 
when working remotely. It can also help prepare businesses with 
modern technology services in order to more easily and efficiently 
connect with customers and deliver the types of experiences they 
will want, need, and expect. While more organizations are in the 
cloud, not all of them have learned how to truly live in the cloud. 
Many have adopted non-enterprise, consumer communication 
or collaboration platforms which leads to ad hoc, unstructured, 
and ungoverned processes. Adoption isn’t a problem anymore, 
but now productivity and security are. As we enter from the 
post-pandemic world, organizations are going to need to clean 
up their shadow IT, shadow users, and sprawling collaboration 
environments. 

Open up innovative ways to share information. With more 
employees working remotely, crowdsourcing knowledge will 
become more important. Taking knowledge from disparate places 
and turning it into curated content will help employees find the 
information they need instead of asking a colleague who is no 
longer working in the same room. Once organizations realize 
that it’s possible for departments to survive remotely, both from 
a technology and HR perspective, it will lead to greater flexibility 
in terms of working arrangements. It will lead to organizational 
changes as well, and these will persist beyond the pandemic.  

AI is essential. Even before the pandemic disruption, every 
organization decreased productivity due to employees searching 
for reliable information and expertise. Employees need to source 
data quickly and efficiently to continue doing the jobs they were 
hired and trained to do. Now with over 90% of the workforce 
operating remotely — and with many organizations composed of 
tens of thousands of employees working across multiple countries 
and time zones — where to source answers and expertise has 
become a critical challenge. Business leaders can utilize AI 
to develop skill maps pinpointing where the organizational 
intelligence is strong and where development is needed based on 
their current and future strategies.
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ABOUT UNISPHERE ABOUT STARMIND

DEMOGRAPHICS

Unisphere Research, the research arm of KMWorld 
(www.kmworld.com), conducts both proprietary and 
“for-publication” research in the information technology 
marketplace leveraging its core subscriber base as well as the 
member email databases of select IT user groups with whom it 
partners. By identifying and clarifying pressing challenges and 
opportunities at the intersection of technology and business, 
these studies enable us to build the case for new technology 
solutions and strategies for enterprise technology end users. 
Unisphere Research has completed over 150 studies within 
the past decade on important topics for leading technology 
vendors. Learn more at www.unisphereresearch.com.   

Starmind unlocks employees’ collective intelligence and 
expertise to supercharge productivity, innovation, and career 
development. Patented artificial intelligence identifies subject 
matter experts across enterprises, accesses undocumented 
knowledge, and generates employee skill profiles that are 
the foundation for upskilling, re-skilling, and workforce 
planning. With customers in over 100 countries, including 
Bayer, Telefónica, SwissCom, PepsiCo, and the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), Starmind has helped 
businesses worldwide gain over $1.4 billion as a result of 
productivity savings. Learn more at www.starmind.ai.

Figure 16: Areas of Businesses Supported
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Figure 17: Respondents’ Job Roles
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Figure 18: Executive in Charge of Knowledge Management  
Technology Buying Decisions

0 20 40 60 80 100

Chief Information Officer

Chief Knowledge Officer

Knowledge Manager

Chief Data Officer

Chief Digital Officer

Chief Learning Officer

Other

62%

27%

19%

10%

8%

4%

18%



22

A KNOWLEDGE-STREAMING ENTERPRISE FOR TURBULENT TIMES: 2020 KMWORLD DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION RESEARCH was produced by Unisphere 
Research and sponsored by Starmind. Unisphere Research is the market research unit of Unisphere Media, a division of Information Today, Inc., publishers of Database 
Trends and Applications magazine and the 5 Minute Briefing newsletters. To review abstracts of our past reports, visit www.unisphereresearch.com. Unisphere Media,  
121 Chanlon Road, New Providence, NJ 07974; 908-795-3702. 

Figure 19: Respondents’ Primary Industries
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Figure 20: Respondents’ Organizations by Number of Employees
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