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	Christopher Parsons is Founder of Knowledge Architecture, a knowledge management and information systems consultancy that leverages technology to transform business processes and create strategic insights for architects and engineers. The firm delivers consulting services through packaged solutions and a unique subscription model designed to enable small and mid-size architecture and engineering firms to have access to strategic and technical resources similar to large firms. 


Christopher has been a technology leader in the AEC industry since 2002, including serving as the Chief Information Officer for Steinberg Architects and the Information Technology Director for SMWM (now Perkins+Will). He is a former board member of the AEC IT Leaders Roundtable and the founder of San Francisco Digital Design (SFDD). He will present “Knowledge-driven Architecture: How architects and engineers can transform their practices through knowledge management” at an AEBL management roundtable in San Francisco on November 4th and in Orange County on December 10th.

Q. Let’s start with the basics. What is knowledge management (KM)?

A. The way I like to put it is “knowledge” is experience acquired over time. KM is the process of leveraging yourself and your organization through the systematic creation and sharing of knowledge assets.

Q. What do you mean by “knowledge assets?”

A. Knowledge assets encapsulate knowledge into discrete chunks. An example of a knowledge asset could be a checklist for taking projects from schematic design to design development. That process has been honed and refined over the years. A firm has this culture of doing this process, but is it explicit? Has the firm taken the time to capture that knowledge? Is it written down in any kind of format? How does it share that knowledge? How do new employees learn about this asset and how to leverage it? KM is not a project, but requires ongoing commitment. We should give KM the same level of rigor and commitment as we do financial management.

Q. How well is the A/E industry doing KM?

A. There is a lot already going on. The AIA has a knowledge committee, for example. In most cases, people are doing stuff within their firm, but there usually isn’t a formal framework for KM. 

Q. How does KM impact the bottom line?

A. A good example is any kind of fixed-fee project such as programming or EIRs. Let’s say you’re a housing architect and part of a feasibility study is to determine how many units you can build on a given project—a quick pro forma for the developer. I’ve seen firms reinvent the wheel on these things every time they do one. They have expertise in this area, but they haven’t been able to get that knowledge out of people’s heads and put it into an asset that other people can leverage.

Instead, imagine you had a database of floor plans and made it easy and quick for people to find them. Or, if you had a written process, something as simple as a checklist, showing how the firm does a feasibility study. You could then speed up the process and have more junior people working on these studies. You’d be able to do more of these projects, back up your marketing claims of expertise with a demonstrable process, and make your projects more profitable.

Q. Does this change how a firm is run?

A. When processes are always getting updated so that it’s easier to leverage your knowledge assets, junior people can take on more projects. You now have the ability to become experts on an exponential scale, and your firm’s output can increase. This has been done very well in other industries such as business management consulting. Firms like McKinsey and Accenture do this very well. 

Q. How do you implement a KM plan and get people to stick with it?

A. It starts with the culture. There are a couple of triggers. One is the fundamental buy-in that this isn’t a project, it’s an ongoing process. You’re going to build a library and staff it and continually update it.

Another trigger is executive leadership where the leaders manage their own knowledge. Your president, in some ways, has to be your chief librarian. The leaders have to set the model and the rest of the organization follows their lead. The reality is that they have more of this knowledge than anyone else in the firm. They know who the key people are, and what their expertises are. 

They have the structural knowledge, like what type of databases the firm has and what type of documented processes it has. They know how the brand is perceived out in the marketplace, who the most trusted partners are, and the history of the firm’s marketing initiatives. 

Q. So, top management has to be out front?

A. I’m not saying that it’s impossible to do KM without their buy-in, but if that’s your starting point, it’s much easier. KM could be just a departmental program. Take marketing. It could have internal librarians responsible for images, data points, articles, etc. This way, people aren’t running around looking for things every time there’s a new proposal.

To get started, you need to have an inventory of your assets. We have these little caches of knowledge all over the place. We just need a blueprint to bring it all together—a plan for creating, capturing, and sharing knowledge assets. The composition of the blueprint, or “knowledge architecture,” should be a balance of people, process, and technology. KM can and should be as simple as weekly brown bag seminars where you talk about one lesson learned or how you won a particular client. 

Q. Are A/E leaders receptive to KM?

A. Everybody agrees that we should be doing this. It’s not a controversial thing. It’s something that everybody thinks is good. Where it breaks down is in the execution. I founded Knowledge Architecture to move knowledge management forward in our industry. Moving the ball forward is why I am doing the AEBL knowledge management workshops. It is why I am hosting KA Connect 2010 in April, a conference dedicated exclusively to knowledge management in A/E. There are plenty of folks already working on this issue in our industry and they have been for years. My hope is that we can bring them together and have a big impact. 


