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I t’s Tuesday, 9 a.m. Do you know where 
your employees are? Not that long ago, this 

would have been a nonsensical question. You 
knew where they were—in the office, at their 
desks. Granted, some were on business trips 
or taking personal time off, but you knew 
about that. That situation changed with the 
onset of the pandemic. Suddenly, you knew 
where your employees were not: They were 
not in the office. They might be at a desk, 
but that desk was also not in the office. In all 
probability, they weren’t traveling on busi-
ness either. Yet they still needed access to 
information, presenting new challenges for 
knowledge management.

Now that the workforce is hybrid, the no-
tion of working hours has undergone a serious 
transformation. Some people are working re-
motely, others in the office. Many have vary-
ing schedules where some days they are in the 
office and some days they aren’t. Moreover, 

the idea of fixed office hours seems antiquated. 
The 9 to 5 life has transmogrified into whatev-
er hours suit individual employees. 

It’s not just about where employees are; it’s 
also about what they’re doing. With a hybrid 
workforce, it’s not always easy to tell. This is 
somewhat akin to parents putting their children 
to bed confident that they will soon be asleep. 
But the kids are under the covers with flash-
lights, reading books. Not that this is a terrible 
situation, it’s just an adjustment in expecta-
tions. Meeting the needs of a hybrid workforce 
calls for changing the approach to KM. It 
might not be a drastic change, but it does need 
to recognize how employee behaviors differ 
from the previous, in-office, situation.

Five Challenges for KM System 
Designers

When designing KM systems, particular-
ly for a hybrid workforce, Northern Light’s 
CEO, C. David Seuss, considers five import-
ant challenges. These revolve around content 
aggregation, findability, access, analysis, and 

sharing. Seuss is particularly concerned about 
the co-existence, within organizations, of li-
censed data from external sources with inter-
nally generated information.

Not everything in an enterprise’s knowl-
edge base is created internally. Much of it, 
such as memos, contracts, client communi-
cations, research results, financial data, and 
customer profiles, is internally generated. 
However, purchased information often resides 
within the knowledge base and is legally pro-
tected from distribution outside the company. 
Since this may not be intuitively obvious to 
everyone with access to it, this type of content 
must be managed so that unauthorized release 
does not happen.

The ability of employees to find infor-
mation derives from the indexing used to 
identify it and the search engine that does the 
heavy lifting. Consistency in taxonomies and 
deep tagging allow text analytics to uncov-

er relevant information. But once searchers 
find what they are looking for, they need to 
be able to access it. Here the complexity of 
who is authorized for access kicks in. Content 
analysis is the next step, and machine learn-
ing has proved to be a real boon for analysts, 
creating document summaries that surface the 
important ideas. 

Integral to KM is knowledge sharing. Ag-
gregating, finding, accessing, and analyzing 
data without sharing it is analogous to that 
child under the covers reading a book but 
never discussing it with friends (or even par-
ents). As Seuss observes, “The best knowl-
edge management systems are those that 
enable content to find users,” thus maximizing  
content consumption.

Success Factors for Information 
Management

Melissa Kolodziej, Senior Director of 
Content & Communications, Access, thinks 
that the move to a remote/hybrid work world 
caused information management to start on an 

evolutionary path toward digital transforma-
tion. Moving to a hybrid workforce sparked 
renewed interest in digitizing information 
that people previously turned to paper copies 
to access. They can no longer walk across a 
room to a filing cabinet to pull out documents. 

In an ideal world, all those documents 
would be available in digital form, retrievable 
in 30 seconds or less. No need to spend time 
walking around the office to access them—
they are right there on a computer screen 
at the proverbial push of a button. Plus, the 
documents are easily shareable since they 
are already in electronic form. Digitization 
ticks several boxes of importance to KM. It 
also has repercussions for the physical space 
requirements of office buildings. A remote 
workforce ceases to occupy floor space in an 
office building and with digitization no longer 
need access to all those filing cabinets. When 
paper documents transition to digital, com-
panies are likely to shed many square feet of 
office space.

The merits of digitization are obvious, but 
the question remains about where to start the 
process. Kolodziej recommends starting with 
the most active documents. Once those are 
done, move on to the next level of documents 
that have been accessed but not quite as often 
as the first batch. She also has concerns about 
ensuring regulatory compliance. The digiti-
zation process should ensure that safeguards 
exist to restrict access, making sure that only 
those who are authorized can access certain 
types of documents. No one relishes the con-
sequences of a situation where a draft of quar-
terly earnings is released prematurely or the 
entire salary history of every employee shows 
up prominently on the KM dashboard.

Both Seuss and Kolodziej believe that KM 
issues change in our “new normal” world of 
a remote/hybrid workforce. Having a plan 
before starting or tinkering with an existing 
KM project is essential. Understand the dif-
ferent dynamics facing KM in our changing 
workplace environments leads to successful 
programs.   ❚
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Creating a knowledge management system 
for market and competitive intelligence 

across a large enterprise can be an overwhelm-
ingly complex process, especially if you’re try-
ing to build the system from scratch. On the 
other hand, if you opt for a SaaS-based solu-
tion, the complexity and time to go-live may be 
significantly reduced.

Regardless of your approach, there are five 
core challenges to address when creating an en-
terprise knowledge management system, and 
all five pertain in some way to content. The sys-
tem must enable users and administrators to:

◆  Aggregate content—what types and sources 
of content (internal and/or external) will  
be included in the knowledge management 
system?

◆  Find content—how will the knowledge 
management system enable users to find the 
documents most relevant to the research task 
at hand? 

◆  Access content—how readily will users 
be able to access the documents they need, 
in full compliance with contractual and 
legal parameters? 

◆  Analyze content—what automated capabil-
ities will the knowledge management sys-
tem offer to help users extract and synthesize 
information contained in the documents and 
transform it into insights?

◆  Share content—how will documents (and 
the information and insights contained 
within them) be shared with decision-mak-
ers throughout the organization?

These are big questions with multi-faceted 
answers. Let’s tackle them one at a time.

Challenge #1: Aggregate Content
Documents generated internally within an 

organization—primary market research reports, 
field intelligence about customers and pros-
pects, and product plans, for example—are a 
major source of content for many enterprise 
knowledge management systems. While aggre-
gating internal documents can present challeng-
es—for instance, Microsoft® SharePoint® sites 
are notorious for creating workgroup or depart-
mental content silos, and documents stored on 
individual employees’ laptop computers are of 
little use to anyone other than the laptop own-
er—aggregating content licensed from external 
sources is far more complex. Critical strategic 
research content discussing the outside world 
often originates in the outside world, at third 
parties such as industry research firms, journal 
publishers, news sources, conference presenta-

tions, web sources, and social media. Web con-
tent is voluminous, so curating it is the key to 
usability in a knowledge management applica-
tion. Aggregating licensed external content re-
quires a complicated set of skills and activities, 
including content industry awareness and expe-
rience, the ability to use any aggregation tech-
nique (API, FTP, RSS, or crawl, as may be 
specified by each content publisher), licensing 
and copyright compliance, normalizing dispa-
rate metadata, and search and machine learning 
across multiple sources.

Challenge #2: Find Content
A user’s ability to find meaningful content 

within their organization’s knowledge man-
agement system is largely a function of how 
documents have been indexed, and the search 
engine within the system. When all documents 
are deeply and consistently tagged according to 
relevant industry-specific taxonomies, text an-
alytics can be applied, enabling users to dis-
cover relationships between the concept areas 
revealed in search results and uncover relevant 
business issues hidden in content, and identify 
threats and opportunities.

Challenge #3: Access Content 
Especially when external licensed content is 

a significant component of a knowledge man-
agement system, defining protocols and rights 
for users to access documents can be extremely 
complex. Enterprise systems like Microsoft 
SharePoint have no built-in mechanisms for en-
forcing content licensing rights. At the other 
end of the spectrum, web content is unruly, mis-
behaved, messy, scattered, badly formatted, 
when formatted at all. Despite being easily ac-
cessible without payment of a subscription fee, 
the content found on webpages is almost al-
ways copyrighted. Therefore, copyright com-
pliance must be built into your knowledge 
management solution.

Challenge #4: Analyze Content 
Applying machine learning to enterprise ap-

plications became feasible in 2016 when Goo-
gle open-sourced its key machine learning 
algorithms. Today, in knowledge management 
systems, machine learning enables the automat-
ed generation of document summaries based on 
an analysis of the important ideas in a docu-
ment. A researcher can glean the important in-
sights without having to download and read a 
document, resulting in much faster business re-
search with a corresponding productivity gain. 
A second significant knowledge management 
application of machine learning is the ability to 

automatically refine a user’s search query; think 
of it as a “More Like This” button. In market 
and competitive intelligence research, users 
typically search on vague general terms; they 
under-specify queries by not expressing what 
they are actually looking for. Machine learn-
ing-based “More Like This” functionality 
changes the game by letting the user scan the 
initial (much-too-general) search result and, 
once they have found an on-point hit, invoke 
the machine’s intelligence with a single mouse 
click to rewrite the query based on an in-depth 
semantic analysis of the on-point document, 
which produces an entire search result of highly 
relevant material. An extension of “More Like 
This” is the automatically generated “Recom-
mended Reading List” specific to the interests 
of each user, analogous to what shoppers on 
Amazon see when the system suggests other 
products they may be interested in, based on 
their past purchases.

Challenge #5: Share Content
The best knowledge management systems 

are those that enable content to find users, rather 
than making users seek out content. This re-
quires an AI-enabled insight distribution eco-
system—an infrastructure that directs relevant 
content and insights to the individuals who 
need it, in a timely manner, via whatever medi-
um or mechanism those individuals prefer, au-
tomatically. Options may include strategic 
dashboards, search results, newsletters, ma-
chine learning-driven recommendations and 
insights reports, email alerts, RSS, and more. 
The goal of an insight distribution ecosystem, 
of course, is to maximize consumption of  
content by those who can put it to best  
use, which improves the quality of deci-
sion-making and enhances the value of the or-
ganization’s investment in content and in the 
KM infrastructure itself.

Addressing these five “content keys” will 
propel your organization down the path to 
creating an effective knowledge manage-
ment system for enterprise market and com-
petitive intelligence. While technology skills 
are required for implementation, building a 
useful and usable enterprise knowledge 
management system clearly is much more 
than an IT project.   ❚

Northern Light provides machine learning AI-powered 
knowledge management platforms and content collec-
tions for consumer insights and competitive intelligence to 
research-driven enterprises worldwide.
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The world changed in 2020 and along with 
it, the world of information management. 

Both continue to evolve. For most compa-
nies, the path of returning to the office is un-
likely to match the path exiting the office. 
Most companies are still being cautious 
about coming back, and for those returning, 
it is typically only for 2 to 3 days per week. 
Others have made the decision to remain  
fully remote.

No matter which path a company chooses 
to take, it’s interesting to see the paradigm shift 
that has occurred as a result of today’s remote 
and hybrid work environments. This shift 
has prompted organizations to think differ-
ently about the way they’ve been managing 
their business. They are now finding smarter 
ways to enable higher efficiency, increased 
productivity, and cost savings across the busi-
ness-faster than ever before.

Many information management teams 
have experienced the reason for the evolu-
tion firsthand. They went from conveniently 

accessing files in an onsite records room at 
the office, to suddenly finding themselves at 
home with no easy way to access the records 
they need to do their jobs. Digitization sud-
denly became more urgent than ever, but the 
question remains for many—where and how 
do we start? The quick answer is to take a 
phased approach. Instead of trying to digitize 
everything at once, begin with your organi-
zation’s most active documents and gradually 
expand the initiative from there.

Is Digitizing Documents  
Really Necessary?

Moving from a paper-based document en-
vironment to a digital one is a big leap forward. 

However, ‘going digital’ is more than just  
scanning documents and attaching them to  
a bunch of different systems. To get real  
value out of going digital, you need a platform  
that supports compliance and visibility into 
your files. 

Documents and business records that have 
been digitized:

◆  Reduce storage costs
◆    Save time in retrieval
◆    Can be shared globally 
◆  Can be more efficiently tracked for  

compliance, and
◆  Provide a scalable solution for record 

information management 

And…What if You Could Access Your 
Documents in 30 Seconds or Less?  

Imagine having all business-critical 
documents available at your fingertips in  

mere seconds. Now imagine those docu-
ments in an organized and structured envi-
ronment allowing for targeted results so you 
aren’t spending time unnecessarily fishing 
through pages of results.

The pandemic fed the accelerated effort to 
digitize documents across industries. Howev-
er, for many, it simply served as a reminder to 
speed up the digital transformation initiatives 
they already had underway. Teams everywhere 
raised concerns about document accessibility 
and shareability and companies responded by 
seeking out solutions that enabled quick and 
secure document access to enable successfully 
meeting the needs of the business.

Of course, there are both operational and 
legal priorities that accompany a reduction in 

paper-based processes. However, the pros of 
being able to ensure regulatory compliance, 
provide higher productivity, and deliver val-
ue across an organization, far outweigh any 
minor challenges of needing to learn a new 
process or manage a bit of change. Put simply, 
digitization solves the problem of remote doc-
ument access by making the location of where 
something was created or stored irrelevant to 
how it is processed and accessed. Easy docu-
ment access and collaboration can be enjoyed 
by all, safely and securely.

Real Estate? What Does That Have to 
Do With Information Management? 

Another change driven by the pandemic 
is how organizations have chosen to lever-
age their office’s physical space. Some 
companies report that moving to a remote 
or hybrid work model has enabled them to 
shed up to 50%+ of their office square  
footage to enjoy immense savings. And 
some companies that are digitizing and 
freeing up physical paper storage space 
have been able to repurpose the said space 
for billable work that contributes directly to 
the business’ bottom line.

The transformation process won’t hap-
pen overnight because most corporate 
leases are for 7 to 10 years. So, as leases 
come up for expiration, organizations will 
need to determine how much space they 
really want or need—which means this 
trend is likely to last a decade or more. 
Suffice it to say that today’s new normal and 
the normal we’ll experience six months from 
now is likely going to look different than the 
one we experienced at the start of the pan-
demic. But don’t worry—you’re not alone in 
trying to figure out a solution that will work 
for your organization.  

The team here at Access, the largest inde-
pendent information management company 
in the world, is here to guide you. We pro-
vide expert advice on remote work planning, 
including best practices on managing your 
integrated information lifecycle and how to 
enable a successful digital transformation 
journey. We understand how to make the 
most out of remote work opportunities with 
innovative technology and smart remote 
work processes. We are happy to share  
use cases on how we’ve enabled similar  
successes for other information management 
teams around the world.

In the meantime, you can find more 
guidance on how to optimize a remote or 
hybrid information management program 
by checking out our latest Out of the Box 
Live episode, or visiting our remote working 
resources hub.    ❚

Access helps companies manage and activate their critical 
business information through integrated information 
management services across the information lifecycle
Learn more at accesscorp.com. 
Tel. 877-345-3546 
www.accesscorp.com
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