
This report outlines best practices for knowledge management and transfer in
innovation and R&D, crucial for companies facing challenges with retaining
valuable knowledge amid increasing turnover and retirements. The practices,
sourced from the IRI Research Technology Management Journal, emphasize
capturing and transferring knowledge effectively across industries, highlighting
the importance of sharing experiences, data, and resources. Caterpillar Inc.'s
approach serves as a best-in-class example, showcasing specialized teams
dedicated to ensuring accessible data and viewing knowledge as actionable
information, setting a standard for prioritizing these processes within
organizations seeking to enhance their capabilities.
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SUMMARY
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Key Takeaways

Technology as the future:  Technological solutions must be implemented to
ease knowledge management and transfer processes as well as to provide a
solid data repository that can be easily accessed and applied. Training must be
provided as needed and it is important to keep employees abreast of the
technological solutions in the organizational pipeline.



Introduction
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This report presents best practices for effective knowledge management and
transfer for innovation and R&D. Companies often struggle with retaining valuable
knowledge, particularly as employee turnover and retirements increase. This is
compounded in the innovation space by the deep level of subject matter expertise
that departing employees have acquired. The processes outlined here are a
compilation of best practices featured in the IRI Research Technology Management
Journal. These practices have been successfully implemented by various
organizations across different industries. They not only facilitate the capture and
transfer of knowledge but also emphasize the importance of sharing experiences,
data, and resources and shifting that knowledge to others. 

Leadership as the cornerstone: Leadership plays a pivotal role in illustrating
the importance of knowledge management within the company's culture. It is
their responsibility to ensure that resources are available for necessary
infrastructure and that a dedication to knowledge management and transfer is
embedded in the organizational culture.
Mindfulness around infrastructure and human interaction: Encouraging
interaction and collaboration among employees is the best way to manage and
transfer knowledge. Breaking down barriers, fostering comfort, and promoting
collaboration to create a culture where employees feel at ease will lead to
increased knowledge sharing, problem-solving, and innovation.
Mentoring for tacit knowledge transfer: Mentoring is identified as one of the
best ways to facilitate the transfer of tacit knowledge. Pairing individuals based
on their preferred methods of information exchange, such as retiring individuals
who prefer written reports with those who share similar preferences is
suggested. 
Continuous modification and metrics: The efficacy of knowledge
management and transfer strategies can be measured via metrics for
evaluation, including rates of adoption, search frequency, efficacy of search
results, and response time. Integration into performance reviews and scorecard
objectives is recommended for organizations looking to institutionalize
knowledge management.
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Knowledge Management vs.
Knowledge Transfer

Knowledge management involves the systematic management of an
organization's collective knowledge, encompassing creation, organization,
storage, and utilization (Ihrig, MacMillan, 2015). Knowledge transfer is a subset
of knowledge management, specifically focusing on the tactical act of moving
knowledge from one source to another, emphasizing the transfer of explicit
knowledge to address immediate needs or challenges (Ihrig, MacMillan, 2015).
While knowledge management aims for long-term organizational effectiveness,
knowledge transfer is project-driven and goal-oriented, ensuring the efficient
transmission of knowledge for specific purposes within the organization. The
appropriate processes specific to both concepts are crucial for effective
information retainment and use.

The accompanying best-in-class profile of Caterpillar Inc. (including its affiliate
companies) demonstrates the emphasis that specialized teams within Caterpillar
place on knowledge management and knowledge transfer. These teams work to
ensure that data is not only retained, but if needed, is readily accessible in day-to-
day job functions and processes. As employees retire or change jobs, data is
retained, and knowledge is viewed as “actionable information” (Blank, Glaue,
personal communication, 1/16/24). Caterpillar Inc. is a frontrunner in knowledge
management and transfer processes and has prioritized this practice within the
organization.  The research summary combined with currently applied best- in-
class practices from Caterpillar Inc. will provide an actionable roadmap for
companies interested in developing or refining their knowledge management and
transfer capabilities. 
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There are three enablers of knowledge flow that are interdependent and have an
impact on knowledge acquisition and transfer (Friga, Chapas, Farris, et al.,
2001): 

Knowledge Management and Transfer:  
IRI Best Practices

The illustration above demonstrates the fundamental principles crucial for
successful knowledge management and transfer (Friga, Chapas, Farris, et al.,
2001). The integration of culture, technology, and infrastructure constitutes the
overarching concepts that teams should carefully contemplate before initiating
any knowledge management or transfer initiatives (Friga, Chapas, Farris, et al.,
2001). Leadership plays a pivotal role in embedding the significance of
knowledge capture within a company's culture, and it is their responsibility to
ensure the presence of the required infrastructure and technology as well as the
drive to spend time and resources on the tasks involved, thereby putting the
structures in place for an effective knowledge transfer process. 

Figure 1 - Enablers of knowledge flow, (Friga, Chapas, Farris, et
al., 2001)
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These broad concepts are further broken out by best practices around
knowledge management and transfer which incorporate strategies and
techniques aimed at efficiently capturing, storing, organizing, and sharing
knowledge within an organization. These are further outlined below.

Implement easy technology solutions:  Technology is integral to knowledge
management and transfer in organizations. Tools like document and content
management systems, collaboration platforms, and learning management
systems streamline the sharing and organization of information (Leonard, Martin,
2019). Visualization tools illustrate complex relationships, while analytics tools
contribute to informed decision-making. Enterprise social networks and wikis
encourage collaboration, and search systems ensure efficient access to relevant
data. Virtual collaboration tools and mobile technologies provide flexibility,
especially in remote work settings (Leonard, Martin, 2019).  Problem-solution
repositories, e.g., lessons learned databases, capture “cycles of learning” but
require diligent updating and validation. Such databases are beneficial for multi-
year R&D programs and should be complemented with face-to-face sessions,
e.g., “Lunch and Learns” or webinars. It is also important to meet people where
they are with a variety of tools at their disposal – some will prefer to record their
expertise in video or audio format, some may be able to have reports scanned
and uploaded.  Together, these technologies create an efficient framework for
managing and transferring knowledge within organizations. 

“It is important to meet people where they are with a

variety of tools at their disposal.

      

Evaluate the role of AI and generative solutions: AI’s role in knowledge
management and transfer will significantly change how organizations can handle
information, making it easier to organize and much more accessible. Specifically,
AI significantly enhances knowledge management and transfer by automating
data processing by streamlining the extraction of valuable insights and speeding
up the search and retrieval process. 
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The integration of AI into knowledge management and transfer processes is
contingent upon two factors: incorporating AI technology into daily workflow and
ensuring that trustworthy, useful data (both new and archival) is flowing into the
AI tools. Eventually, AI will bring knowledge to people where and when they
need it. 

Get adequate support: Insufficient support can significantly impede the
progress of knowledge management and transfer initiatives.  In many advanced
programs, specific high-level managers are tasked with responsibilities around
knowledge management and transfer, and it is crucial for senior leadership to
offer a clear vision, cultural endorsement, and the necessary financial resources.
Support is also facilitated by informal champions who advocate for knowledge
management and transfer throughout the company (Tirpak, 2005).   

The best way to manage and transfer knowledge is to

encourage interaction and collaboration among

employees. 

Be mindful of infrastructure and human interaction:  The best way to
manage and transfer knowledge is to encourage interaction and collaboration
among employees. Knowledge management and transfer in companies rely
heavily on employees breaking down barriers and fostering a sense of comfort
and collaboration among themselves. When employees feel at ease and are
encouraged to communicate openly, they are more likely to share their expertise,
insights, and experiences. This free exchange of knowledge not only enhances
individual and collective learning but also helps in the efficient dissemination and
utilization of critical information across the organization (Leonard, Martin, 2019).  
Creating a culture where employees feel comfortable around each other
encourages the development of trust and camaraderie, leading to increased
knowledge sharing, problem-solving, and innovation, which are essential
elements for a company's long-term success. Mentoring is one of the best ways
to facilitate transfer of tacit knowledge. Different people want to share their
knowledge in different ways. Pair an individual who is retiring with someone who
likes to get information in the same way.
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Caterpillar’s Approach
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Continuously modify knowledge management and transfer techniques:
Capturing the right metrics is essential to measuring the correct aspects of your
knowledge management and transfer program. IRI research has suggested
evaluating rates of participation in activities such as mentoring, adding
information, accessing, and updating reports, and whether any archived
knowledge has impacted project outcomes as possible criteria by which to
measure the effectiveness of a knowledge management and transfer program.
Other metrics include the search frequency, efficacy of search results, and
response time, which will assess how quickly employees receive responses to
their queries. Organizations looking to institutionalize knowledge management
and transfer should integrate it into their performance reviews and scorecard
objectives. 

Established in 1925, Caterpillar Inc. is a Fortune100 company known for its
heavy machinery and equipment used globally in various industries. Caterpillar
produces construction and mining equipment, diesel and natural gas engines,
industrial gas turbines, and diesel-electric locomotives. At almost 100 years old,
knowledge management and transfer is crucial to ensuring the appropriate and
efficient flow of information across departments, globally, while understanding
the history of Caterpillar’s vast array of products and services. In fact, Caterpillar
Inc. focuses all knowledge management and transfer initiatives around questions
such as “What key decisions are important within the process(es) you follow?”
and “What knowledge is important to have in support of those decisions?”
(Blank, Glaue, personal communication, 1/16/24).  Critical knowledge is captured
as fact sheets, design guides, videos (with transcription), or other communicative
formats and referenced within the Caterpillar “Books of Knowledge”. 

Knowledge is actionable information. 

James Blank, Manager – Technical Information Center

(TIC), Caterpillar Inc.
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Figure 2 - Caterpillar, Inc. Knowledge Management Process, Phase 1

The expert is responsible for:

The Knowledge Management Team is responsible for:
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The diagram depicted below illustrates Caterpillar's knowledge management
process, beginning with the acquisition of knowledge and concluding once it is
captured and accessible to new stakeholders (Blank, Glaue, personal
communication, 1/16/24).  As previously noted, Caterpillar has a specialized
team tasked with overseeing this process. These steps were developed and
improved as experienced individuals departed the organization, prompting
leaders to take action or risk the company significant loss of knowledge. As of
2024, Caterpillar, Inc., is an industry leader in knowledge management and
transfer. The following outlines their established best practices:

Phase 1: Knowledge Consolidation
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Recording knowledge using voice over technology. Applying
the knowledge in 2-3 or 7-8 minute segments around

focused topics. Stitching the video segments together to
best serve future audiences.

Developing knowledge
transfer plans with units,
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identification of a chief engineer or technical steward that can

facilitate knowledge integration. Book of Knowledge given to
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The Knowledge Management Team is responsible for:

Final product:

Figure 3 - Caterpillar, Inc. Knowledge Management Process, Phase 3
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Phase 2: Knowledge Capture
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Conclusions
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Knowledge management and transfer is becoming increasingly important as
workplace demographics and dynamics shift. Information continuity is crucial to
organizational efficiency and to continued growth. Companies should consider
working to understand what knowledge is most relevant to help people make
decisions while understanding that information needs to be easily searchable,
usable, and accessible. The goal is to avoid recreating what a retiring or
departing expert has worked on but rather, to be aware of what has already been
done and understand how to use that information most efficiently. If problems
are left on the table, it is critical for teams that are taking over those issues to
know how to address those issues in an actionable capacity without the
presence of the previous expert. 
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