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Introduction

Workplaces are among the most rapidly changingrenments in terms of Information
and Communications Technologies (ICT). This papest fintroduces the sources of
knowledge challenges brought about by ICT chantes) outlines the basic employee
reactions and possible employer solutions, usiegtétecom industry as the case study
given that it is one of the most affected segmémith as a provider and as a heavy user).
Finally, this paper describes some of the possiebe steps for helping workplaces to
overcome the obstacles in frequent ICT changes.

1. General principles of acquiring ICT knowledge

Dr. Anne Russell (Russell, 1995) identified sixgets in the learning of new technologies
in her case study of “naive” adult email users. THmgth of these phases depends on the
individual's capabilities, previous experiences ,anfl course, personal feelings about
new technologies. The identification of these psses has been very important, because
as Russell say$naive email users appreciate knowing these sigestéas it helps them
“realize that understanding will come in time@&specially in the first stages when
frustration and failure are not rare.

One of the industries most affected by ICT chasgelecommunications (Hwang, 2003),
as it is not only subject to workplace modernizatibut it is also a provider of ICT
services to other organizations and individualse Tdpid technological advancements in
the last two decades in this sector have put gresisure to adapt on employees at all
organizational areas (from field technicians to sdstration staff, form subordinates to
top management).

The original stages of knowledge adaptation defingdRussell might not be properly

used in the present telecom sector, because:

a) Here we can no longer consider the average emplty@ge”. In addition to the
generally high computer literacy (originating irrihg criteria) in such a high-tech
sector, it is also safe to assume that at the tdaby focused organizational units
there are a lot of so called “technological-focusegansive professionals”, a type
described by London and Diamante (London & Diama2@02) with the main
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b)

LIS

attributes of “high self-directed energy,
orientation”.

The technology used in telecommunications is muchnencomplicated than email.

Cognitive demands of the new ICT advancements arte umderstood enough

(Torraco, 2002), but there are certain cognitivearabteristics of complex

technologies identified (as summarized by Torrdso)a

» Contingent versus deterministic tasks: decreasimgitine work with more
complex and contingent tasks (Pentland, 1997).

» Distancing technologies: physical separation (tentrols, sensor, displays)
form the actual monitored phenomena (Woods, O’Bri&énhHanes, 1987;
Zuboff, 1988).

» Stochastic events: randomly raising events (Wel&0) and flexible system
operations (Norros, 1996).

» Systemic interdependence: working in a chain owast configuration both
from human and technological standpoints (AdleB6)9

In addition to the initial obstacles of acquiringchnological knowledge at the

workplaces, it is very important to note the constehange and the subsequent
knowledge obsolescence that occur. These changesfwther reduce one’s

willingness to adapt and thus decrease efficieridgarning.

continuous learning” and “action

2. Employee reactions to introduction of new technologies

There are two distinct behaviors of employees wheimg new technological challenges:
acceptance and rejection. (For this purpose igmerénhere considered as a special form
of rejection, as it either leads to loss of jobhagh personal dissatisfaction, which will
directly point to rejection or a forced acceptatwavoid the marked consequences). The
choice is made considering many factors, e.g. paisimterest, ambition, capabilities,
opportunities and even the overall suspected ecmabrsituation of the firm (i.e. can
layoffs be expected or not).

The support from employees is highly dependenthentype of new development the

company tries to introduce (Zwick, 2002). Previaigdies (Daniel, 1987; Daniel &
Hogarth, 1990) have already shown that changesgan@&ation of work on it's own
(independent of technological investment) triggeigher resistance than technological
innovation introduction on it's own. Zwick has pesvthe validity of the following three
main hypotheses:
1) Employee resistance is higher in firms that faggatige business prospects;
2) The impact of expected employment reduction onrmatieresistance against
innovation is stronger for lower qualified emplogalan for higher qualified
employees;
3) Employee resistance is higher in firms that plamtmduce other innovations
or organizational changes.
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The first effect is especially critical in the tetenmunications sector not just internally,
but externally (customer perspective) also, as imoa-, or slowly-growing global

economy many of their new services struggle to tfimelrequired scale of business. Also,
the telecom industry worldwide has been heavilyhprto layoff waves in the last decade.

The correlation between education level and resigtas not surprising as it is usually
easier for higher qualified personnel to find a nmpl if the introduction of new
technologies finally result in headcount reductibigher-qualified employees are better
at accommodating to such changing environments 3Jfatement can also be supported
by the fact of negative correlation between unemplent rates and qualification levels
(Acemoglu & Pischke, 1999).

London and Diamante describe another importanofdaat their aforementioned study:
personal differences in handling technology changeshnological-focused expansive
employees will enjoy the variety of new ICT enhaneats, but are going to be bored
during the periods of long-term constant operati@rs the other side technological non-
expansive professionals will tend to value a noarg/ing technological environment and
can easily be frustrated by the challenges of kadgeé-updating activities.

3. Employer ways of handling employee reactions

There are various instruments for a company to lislemployees to overcome the
difficulties of learning new technologies and tokaahem interested in doing so. The
training and knowledge management efforts desciisbolv are the most common areas.
(Companies must not forget that the existence wiebaligned - direct and indirect -
incentive system can greatly increase participadiosh acceptance of those initiatives.)

The most obvious choice of assisting the knowledlggate is corporate training. From
classroom training and workplace coaching, thro(ighreasingly internet-based) self-
studies, to any non-orthodox initiatives, any metlean work based on the requirements
of the introduced new technology and connectediredikknowledge. An example of a
telecommunication firm applying new techniques @quring required skills is the case
of British Telecom (BT) in partnership with the Comnication Workers’ Union (CWU)
and the London University's Queen Mary and Weslfi€bllege (Stoney, 2002). As a
response to the realization of missing skill levatscertain technological areas in its
employee base, BT has agreed with the universisyaid a (mostly Internet-based online)
course for BT employees, where they remain in &tiiule work schedule during the
program and are expected to study 16 hours eack weedheir own. The course is
especially aimed at non-management employees witpoevious access to higher
education and athelping members to overcome any resistance to ileguthey may have
built up because of age, low self-esteem or halvathan unhappy time at schbol

Another important tool is the use of knowledge ngamaent (KM). In the early stages of
learning and adapting to new technologies, usells iwimost cases, need support and
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assistance. The existence of experience sharingerexdirectories, discussion
opportunities and codified knowledge repositoriesl Wwe effective in overcoming
periods of frustration and in solving arising prk. An example with results both in
easier adaptation of new technologies at varicelgli(from field technicians to legacy
system users) and — as a consequence — measunalleidl improvements can be seen
at Bouygues Telecom (Peltier & Meinganat, 2002).

The overview of a KM model can be seen in Figurbdsed on the research findings of
Hall and Andriani (Hall & Andriani, 2002):
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Figure 1: Knowledge management process model
(based on Hall & Andriani, 2002 - Figure 2)

Different companies require highly different balaraf focus on the above pictured KM
processes of Figure 1, based on corporate chastic®rsuch as:

* the industry they are active in,

» the business processes they focus on,

« amount of technologies used to produce the produatservices,

« amount of patents and licenses that have to bdddnd

e the amount of innovation (research and developmenbduced inside the

company,
e fluctuation of employees,
» or the geographical separation of business umt$sa on.

As with every initiative that is launched to helgtemployees, it is always important to
make sure the employees understand what can betegpfuring the process as knowing
what's ahead enhances acceptance and success rate.
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4. Knowledge Management practices at Hungarian mobile telecom
operators

In 2004, | conducted a KM survey among all threengthrian mobile telecom operators.
Participants included both director- and lower-lev@aployees and the form of the survey
was a questionnaire using a personal interviewotwact it. Below is a summary of key
findings. (Detailed findings will be published the late sgriaf 2005, so if you have any
questions about the underlying data results, pleasatact the author for further
information.)

Knowledge management is considered an importanthéss tool to achieve better results
(respondents indicated competitiveness and comawtergies as the main reason for
turning to KM); still, the KM initiatives are maiplrun in separated threads and are not
integrated into a company-wide program. This ismydbecause the driving force behind
these projects is the particular need of the inldial departments and thus the structures
required and content greatly vary from case to.cEisis might also be one of the reasons
for not having a Chief Knowledge Officer (a titlersewhat hyped in recent years) at any
of these companies. There is also a significant umtnof connection to global KM
initiatives, all three of these companies are owmgdVestern European operators which
may further reduce the need for standalone compadg-KM programs at individual
corporate level.

In line with international trends, the main focuskiM has been moving from an IT-

centric perspective to a human-resource basis.i3las/ery important shift, as KM is no

longer seen as just another mode for storing ameévang documents, but as a way to aid
people in overcoming work obstacles. Also, buildthg necessary IT infrastructure is
rarely a problem anymore, but moving the employagigpation to an active attitude

from a passive one is a great challenge. Introdukid is not without problems; the two

major obstacles reported by survey respondents bega first, the lack of knowledge

about the advantages of using KM and second, thehigh amount of information and

knowledge accumulated that makes it hard to use.

Questions about knowledge gaps have been a nevemiema Hungarian KM survey.
Here companies had to indicate where and how wéghs gxist (and how these gaps are
expected to change in the near future) within tldfierent business units. The widest
gaps were in sales and marketing, and can be ergldly the sales pressure originating
from the high competitiveness of the mobile teleczervice market. It is also important
to note that the indicated future gap size has beemwer for all areas except marketing.
This is again a result of the extensive competitemd explains why Customer
Relationship Management (CRM) programs are at tghelst priority of almost every
mobile operator in the world.
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Going forward

In the area of corporate KM two emerging themeslccoevolutionize its usage, both
trying to reform the model of knowledge categoiiat One is concentrating on higher
involvement of users, where they can "tag” the germstead of the author or a
“dedicated knowledge worker” (similar to the ideahimd the well-know “social
bookmark manager” website del.icio.us). The otloaite is based on text analysis, based
on linguistics and psychological characteristicstioé documents to acquire further
insights and interconnections.

Also the role of the policymakers has to be furttlefined as it seems they do feel the
urge to step into this arena (sometimes to aitlvancements of companies, other times
to help the employees save jobs), but their agtirdatses several competition, authority
and consistency questions. Nevertheless, well-peepatructured and, most importantly,
not over-reacting governmental steps might helpstdkeholders if rules, positions,
intentions, goals and benefits are defined on ntiytagreed to grounds. The unions as
tradition mediating organizations will also be alite play a helpful role in these
initiatives as seen in the aforementioned Britisle€om Case.

The author would like to thank the funding suppgaytn the eMagyarorszag Scholarship
Program of the Hungarian Ministry of Informatics@a@€ommunication on his currently
ongoing research.
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