
Professional Services Firms: The Quest for 
Effective Knowledge Sharing

Professional services �rms are in the business of selling expertise. This is true of all types 
of professional services �rms, regardless of practice area, such as accounting, advertising, 
architecture, design, engineering, IT and management consulting, or law. 

In order to excel at selling and delivering expertise, most 
�rms focus on hiring the best people and developing 
intellectual capital � internal knowledge unique to their 
�rm. However, the ability of �rms to share this intellectual 
capital broadly across the �rm so professionals can use it 
when they need it has been challenging. Broadly speaking, 
professional services �rms have complicated the problem 
of knowledge sharing by focusing on building knowledge 
management systems � whose scope has become too 
broad over the years and whose maintenance has been 
expensive. Lack of good knowledge sharing has resulted 
in practice professionals spending more than half of their 
time simply �nding and gathering information.

A new paradigm is emerging � Search. Enterprise search is a simple and effective way of 
searching through all of the enterprise information so that professionals can access the 
exact information when they need it. Google�s user-friendly search technology has been 
adapted to the business world so that end-user professionals can search through company 
information, reports, and intellectual capital just as easily as they search at Google.com. 

Many successful professional services �rms have already adopted Google Enterprise� 
technology, including large, Fortune 500 �rms as well as mid-market �rms. Customers 
include Pioneer Investments, The Linde Group, FindLaw, Lightbulb Press, and Wild 
Website Design. 

To understand the ease and power of deploying Google�s search technology, read on.
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The Need for Knowledge Sharing in Professional 
Services Organizations
In order to consistently deliver high quality expertise in a pro�table manner, professional 
services �rms must ensure that this expertise is leveraged, or shared, across the �rm � 
by all professionals who need it. Speci�cally, with respect to knowledge sharing, most 
professional services �rms share certain needs, such as leveraging the �rm�s intellectual 
capital, �nding experts within the �rm, and aggregating industry-speci�c research and 
documentation.

Knowledge Management Systems: Misguided Efforts

Despite the pressing need for reliable and timely knowledge sharing, most professional 
services organizations do not have a high quality mechanism to do so. In fact, according 
to IDC, 56% of a knowledge workers� time is spent either searching for information or 
gathering information. Only 25% is spent on the actual analysis. These statistics point to 
the need for much improved knowledge sharing.

Much of the dif�culty to date has been because professional services �rms have focused 
on �knowledge management� (KM) systems as the answer. There are various issues with 
KM systems as they pertain to professional services �rms:

People

� �Focus on billable hours � Firms would 
rather have their employees spend time 
on billable work as opposed to uploading 
documents to the KM system. 

� �KM not tied to performance � While KM 
is encouraged, practice professionals� 
performance goals or compensation are 
rarely tied to knowledge management. 

Process

� �Dedicated KM teams � Firms need to maintain a dedicated staff just to keep the KM 
system up-to-date. 

� �Information Organization � Information organization is often left to inexperienced 
business analysts or librarians. This leads to improper categorization and a loss of quality 
information. Further, should there really be an �arbiter of information� � someone that 
decides what is important and what isn�t? 

Technology

� �Multiple �le repositories � A �rm�s �les can be in multiple places � document 
management systems, intranets, project-speci�c databases, e-mail systems, CRM 
systems, enterprise information portals, or extranets. Trying to integrate all of these 
systems together is a prohibitively expensive undertaking.

� �High cost of legacy systems (e.g. Lotus Notes) � Even today, some larger �rms spend 
millions of dollars annually on legacy KM systems, such as Lotus Notes, but are not 
generating the full value from it. cost prohibitive from generating a real knowledge 
management ROI.

All of the above challenges have impeded the development of a true knowledge sharing 
culture within most professional services organizations. 
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Search: A Highly Practical Alternative
Enterprise Search simpli�es the knowledge sharing challenge immensely. Instead of 
trying to organize all �knowledge� hierarchically and dictate what is important centrally, 
search enables a distributed organization to behave normally - in a distributed manner. 
Knowledge will be scattered in all corners of the organizations  � and in all �le systems. 
Trying to consolidate it has been proven extremely dif�cult, so why bother? 

Search has many advantages:

� �Its what the end-users want � End-users are accustomed to using Google.com to �nd 
anything on the Internet; they would love to use the same tool to �nd anything on their 
Intranet. They simply don�t want to search through �ve repositories or manually navigate 
through other systems. 

� �Useful for non client-facing employees � Its not just the practice professionals that 
bene�t from an enterprise search system. Sales and marketing teams would be able 
to access RFP�s and other documents. Finance people can view retrieve �nancial 
documents with summary views. And, senior management can view company 
dashboards.

� �No duplicative �le systems � With a good search system in place, there is no need to 
save �les once in project repositories and then separately on a �knowledge management� 
database. The search tool will �nd the relevant �le for the right user at the right time. 

� �No dedicated staff � This is because there is no �content prepping� required � no 
dedicated staff are needed to organize, �lter, or prepare the information to be 
searchable. Further, no dedicated technical staff are required to maintain the system. 
Google�s search systems require less than one man hour of maintenance per month. 

� �Extremely Low Cost � An entry point to an enterprise search system can be as low as a 
few thousand dollars. By connecting employees with valuable information, the payback 
from search can be almost immediate.

With a search system in place, the end-user can search all of �rm�s content  � without IT 
worrying about integrating systems together.




