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Make Knowledge Sharing Stick for Good 

The painful reality – which too many have conceded as the only reality – is that 50% of knowledge 

management initiatives fail in the first year, and 75% abandon it within three years1. Does that have to 

be the case? 

Something is keeping your organization from sharing knowledge. You understand the benefits. You have 

the attention of your boss (and even your boss’s boss). The program just never seems to get traction. 

Your training is well attended, but your metrics are not showing a trend toward realizing the full value of 

your team’s knowledge. 

We’ve written about the three myths of knowledge management before. All three come down to a 

fundamental mistake. Most people think that knowledge sharing is a tool. It’s not. Knowledge sharing is 

a set of behaviors. Supported by defined practices. Enabled by a tool. 

So the real challenge of knowledge sharing is changing behaviors. Knowledge sharing needs to be part of 

what we do every day. Dr. BJ Fogg has created a compelling formula for changing behavior. It divides 

behavioral changes into three areas. 

In the context of knowledge sharing, motivation is all about the team understanding the benefits of the 

practices and receiving the right incentives (performance measures, recognition, rewards). Ability is 

whether the team can find, enhance and author knowledge when they need to (without unreasonable 

effort). The trigger is all about making sure that the team uses knowledge when the need arises – that 

knowledge sharing is part of how team members do their work every day. 

For the most part, the knowledge management industry has focused on only one of these three areas. 

 Motivation – communities of practice, interest groups, etc.

 Ability – tool and processes

1
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 Trigger – process-oriented knowledge practices

The result is that few organizations understand that they have to have all three in equal measure to 

effectively change behavior. Organizations try to address only one, with very mixed results. 

Some focus on motivation. 

 Building short-term reward systems that work for a while

 Creating buzz through elaborate launch events

 Putting resources into one-time training

Others focus on ability. 

 Investing thousands or millions of dollars in a tool

Still others focus on the trigger. 

 Creating elaborate workflows that don’t make sense when they are put in front of the team

Results of these efforts are often inconsistent. Changing behavior requires effort in all three areas, 

together. You need to understand what triggers the need for knowledge, how it is captured, who 

improves it, and how it becomes part of what we do every day. Practices help reinforce the trigger. 

Software gives your team the tools they need to effectively share knowledge. Rewards, performance 

measures, and gamification can help the team understand why sharing knowledge is important. 

Make sure knowledge sharing makes sense! 

When you get to the heart of knowledge sharing, it’s all about behavior (we call the behavior the four 

moments of knowledge sharing). How do we integrate knowledge sharing into what we do every day. 

Do we look for, enhance, reuse or supply knowledge? To get our teams to embrace knowledge-sharing 

behaviors, we need to look at them through the lens of motivation, ability and triggers (the post Why 

can’t we motivate our team to share knowledge can give you the background you need!). 

The first thing we need to get the team to embrace knowledge-sharing behaviors is motivation. Too 

often, we think of motivation as something external to us. One of my favorite television shows is the US 

comedy The Big Bang Theory. The funniest scene yet shows physicist Sheldon using chocolates to 

change waitress Penny’s behavior. Each time Penny does what Sheldon wants, he feeds her a chocolate, 

to a ridiculous conclusion. Stimulus/Response. Does the name Pavlov ring a bell? 

Motivating a team isn’t about giving them chocolates. Above all, motivation is about making sense. Do I 

understand why I should share my knowledge and reuse the knowledge of the rest of the team? If 

knowledge sharing doesn’t make sense to me, I won’t change my behavior. Helping the team make 

sense of knowledge-sharing behaviors requires a lot of effort. To be effective, you will need to 
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1. Understand and document the

“what’s in it for me.”  What are

the benefits of sharing

knowledge for team members?

Ideally, you should be able to

tell the story of the benefits for

team members, the entire

organization and your

customers.

2. Provide training to the team

that shows both why they

should share knowledge and

how to do it.

3. Document the way that the team does its work and when team members find, reuse and share

knowledge.

4. Understand whether your current measures will support knowledge-sharing behaviors or

undermine them. Eliminate any measures that don’t support knowledge sharing.

5. Look at rewards and recognition systems to reinforce the value of the behaviors to the team.

Use techniques like gamification to highlight successful knowledge sharers.

6. MOST IMPORTANT. Communicate consistently the importance of knowledge sharing to the

team. Use videos, emails, town hall meetings and brown-bag lunches to talk about why

knowledge-sharing behaviors will make the team more successful. Use these opportunities to

get feedback on whether knowledge sharing makes sense to the team.

Get your team into knowledge-sharing shape 

Let’s take a short detour. My neighbor is getting ready for an exciting trip. He and several of his friends 

are hiking the Inca trail to Machu Picchu. He has been training for the trip for several months. He bought 

new hiking boots. He takes an hour-long hike (with me) every morning. He added weights to a backpack 

and hiked with it on his back. The demands of the Inca trail and the difference in altitude (we live slightly 

under sea level here in New Orleans) meant that he had to improve his hiking abilities. 

For our teams to start sharing knowledge, they need to get in shape. They don’t just need motivation, 

they also need the ability to share knowledge. In most conversations about knowledge sharing, the 

discussion of ability starts and ends with a tool. A tool that makes it easy to find, enhance and share 

knowledge is critical to success. Unfortunately, a great tool alone is not a guarantee. As tool designers 

know well, this also means that the tool often shoulders the blame when knowledge sharing doesn’t 

take off. 
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1. In most cases, the team needs several different things to get into knowledge sharing shape:

Clear workflow maps are necessary. The team has to know when and how they add finding,

enhancing and sharing knowledge into their work.

2. Training is a must. Classroom training isn’t required, but the team needs to know how and why

their day-to-day work will change. They also need to learn how to create content people can

access and use.

3. Metrics are critical, particularly key performance indicators

(KPIs). The measures have to support knowledge-sharing

practices.

4. A tool is important. It doesn’t have to be expensive or

complicated, but it has to help integrate knowledge sharing

into how the team does its work.

5. Time and space are paramount. Integrating knowledge-

sharing practices into the team’s work won’t happen in a

day or a week. It requires consistent practice. Without the

time to practice, the team will go back to the way it did

business before knowledge sharing.

As you design your knowledge-sharing program, keep in mind that 

the team needs several factors to change their behaviors. A 

combination of tools, communications, measures, and time will give 

the team the ability to make the change. 

Understand how triggers influence knowledge sharing behaviors 

It takes time to change behaviors. In the mid-1990s, I lived and worked in Berlin, Germany, less than 10 

years after the wall came down. It was an amazing time to be in one of the most interesting cities in the 

world. I had to adapt to a lot of different social norms, which required some behavior rework! 

One behavior that I remember best was to cross streets only designated crosswalks. I had lived most of 

my life in or near a university. In the United States, students dart across streets (even busy ones) at any 

angle and location. In Berlin, I tried this approach and was stopped short by an elderly woman crying out 

– “don’t cross, children are watching!” It seemed that every time I tried to cross a street anywhere but

the crosswalk, I would hear someone chastise me (I don’t think it was the same woman, and I’m pretty

sure I wasn’t imagining it). After a few bouts of public humiliation, I stopped trying to cross anywhere

but the crosswalk.

5 Key Metrics 

To assess your knowledge 

sharing outcomes, measure: 

1 Buy-in – staff engagement 

2 How well you fill the need 

for knowledge - Staff 

adoption 

3 Knowledge quality 

4 Time to competency 

5 Rework effort 

Measure rework effort
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This kind of social pressure is a very effective trigger to change behavior. In effect, a trigger is a prompt 

for behavior. Even if you already are motivated to share your knowledge and you have the ability to 

share it, you still need a prompt to do so. A behavioral trigger is a like a cue in acting. A performer waits 

on another actor to finish a line or complete an action (or for a motion from the director) to start her 

performance. Without a trigger, everyone on stage keeps silent, waiting for their cue. 

As we mentioned earlier, it takes three things to make an effective trigger. The first is a combination of 

all three behavior changers – motivation, ability and trigger. The second is that the trigger has to be 

noticeable (it can’t be too subtle). The third is that the trigger needs to happen when the action is 

required. 

What does it mean to have an effective trigger for knowledge sharing? The trigger for knowledge 

sharing is a need for knowledge: you start a new project, you answer a question, you create a new 

procedure. Someone (it might be you) needs knowledge that they don't have at their fingertips or in a 

complete form and someone (it might be you) needs to share it.  

What the trigger does is that it reminds and moves you to take the action required to fulfill the need for 

knowledge. They help move us to look for knowledge created by the entire team. Reuse or enhance that 

knowledge. Contribute knowledge of your own if it doesn't exist. 

The triggers differ from one group to another. We’re surrounded by knowledge-sharing triggers all day, 

we just aren’t always conscious of them. For a support team, it's a question from a customer, colleague 

or end-user. For a capacity planner, it's a new set of projections for network capacity. For a sales person, 

it's a qualified lead that is ready to become a prospect. 

There are two types of triggers – external and internal – that will help your team incorporate knowledge 

sharing into what they do every day. 

External – In most cases, the need for knowledge comes from outside you. You get a new project that is 

totally unlike what you have done before. You get a question from a customer or colleague that you 

haven’t answered in a while (or never answered). This new project or question is your cue. Now, you 

need to know what to do. 

 Effective training that shows you how and why to share knowledge starts to build that trigger.

You understand what you need to do to find, enhance, or share knowledge. You also know what

prompts that search and sharing.

 Well-documented workflows show when you should search, when you should enhance

someone else’s knowledge, and when you should contribute your own.

 Consistent communication about sharing knowledge will reinforce when and how to share

knowledge.
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All three of these help you understand what to do when you come across a trigger. Ideally, a trigger built 

into your knowledge tool would suggest that you try searching the knowledge repository if you haven’t 

already done so. 

Internal – One of the best triggers for sharing knowledge doesn’t have to do with the initial need for 

knowledge. It is a prompt from a colleague inside the team, specifically from long-tenured, very 

knowledgeable team members. Team members with a lot of institutional memory and knowledge tend 

to be interrupted frequently. Putting their knowledge into an easily findable place promises to reduce 

these interruptions (because requests for their knowledge can go to the repository). It often takes the 

team a while to get used to not asking their internal experts for help, so these experts need a cue for 

their colleagues. Just a simple “did you look in the knowledge repository” is usually enough to change 

the team’s behaviors after just a few encounters.  

Uncovering a trigger is very important. Make sure that each time the team encounters it, they all 

respond with the same actions – finding, reusing, and sharing their knowledge. 

4 MOMENTS OF KNOWLEDGE SHARING 

The Need. There is a distinct need that acts as trigger for us to (re)use knowledge. The triggers for 
knowledge are when, where and by whom it is needed. Start mapping when you need knowledge. When 
do you find yourself searching, poking your head out of your cubicle, or shooting an email to an expert? 

Knowledge Discovery/Creation. The discovery/creation of knowledge is the second moment. Your next 
task should be to map where your get your knowledge from and where/how you store it. When do you 
get information that you will need to reuse?  Where does it come from?  How can I recreate this 
knowledge so it is at my fingertips whenever I need it?  How can I make the knowledge easily readable 
and (re)findable? 

Improvement. The third moment is improvement. Map how changes and updates to your knowledge 
happen. How do updates make their way into the knowledge you stored earlier?  How do emails, hallway 
conversations or meeting announcements get incorporated into how you do your job?  

Habit. The fourth moment of knowledge sharing is habit – making knowledge sharing part of what we do 
every day. Look at how you do your work today and see where knowledge sharing is part of your work 
routines. Do you always search Google when you are really stuck?  Do you always put policy updates in a 
specific email folder? 
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