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Introduction

Successful implementation of Knowledge Management (KM) is critically dependent on having a collaborative social fabric throughout the target community. This article traces the particularly important role played by “Opinion Leaders” in ensuring that KM initiatives are undertaken only when social conditions are appropriate. Practical means to identify these highly influential individuals are described.  
Factors that impact the collaborative nature of an organization’s culture and social fabric  and KM were explored previously in this journal (Smith, 2003). When examined closely, an organization’s social fabric is not homogeneous, but rather consists of innumerable unique social networks based on members’ interpersonal relationships. Its collaborative properties are exposed when the organization’s Social Capital (SC) is appraised. SC is “The set of resources, tangible or virtual, that accrue to a corporate player through the player’s social relationships, facilitating the attainment of goals” (Gabbay & Leenders, 1999; pp. 3). Trust, open-mindedness, and lack of prejudice enhance SC, whereas distrust, fixed mindsets, and deep-seated independence foster low SC. Most importantly, the SC of individuals aggregates into the SC of the organization.
Whatever the cultural climate, some individuals in an organization accumulate considerable SC, and achieve particularly elevated prestige or influence with their peers. They form “core groups” and their names come up time and again, sometimes because they have authority, but most often because they have attained legitimacy (Kliener, 2003). Such individuals are termed “Opinion Leaders”, and they are highly trusted as advisors by other individuals for a variety of reasons e.g. personal attributes, expertise, knowledge, longevity, local deployment, power etc. They assume archetypical characteristics within an organization by matching existing “trust norms” fortified through emergent stories and myths. 
By providing an assessment of “local fit” opinion leaders are frequently seen as removing or confirming risk. How they achieve this, and how they may be identified, are set out in subsequent sections. Given the skepticism and negative emotions that a personally threatening activity such as the introduction of KM typically induces in an organization’s personnel (Harvey & Butcher, 1998; Smith & McLaughlin, 2003), one must anticipate that the attitudes of opinion leaders will critically influence success or failure. 
The Role of Opinion Leaders in KM Implementation
The role of opinion leaders in KM implementation is based on a framework for innovation diffusion progressed by Rogers (1995) over a period of more than twenty years. According to Rogers, an innovation is an idea, object, or practice that is seen as new by an individual or group, and diffusion is the process by which an innovation is communicated over time among the members of their social system, including the process of understanding that follows reception of information (Warner, 2003). 
Rogers (1995) proposed that the innovation diffusion process takes place in five stages; however, for our purposes here, another and more important aspect of the process is “Innovativeness”. This is the extent to which an individual is relatively quicker than others in adopting or rejecting an innovation. Based on Rogers (1995) five categories of innovativeness are proposed:  

1. Innovators who are gate keepers in the flow of new ideas into a social system. 

2. Opinion Leaders who decrease uncertainty about a new idea by adopting or rejecting it and by conveying a subjective evaluation to near-colleagues. 

3. Pragmatists who follow in adopting or rejecting an innovation and who through their position between the opinion leaders and the fence sitters are important links for further evaluation-diffusion and action.
4. Fence Sitters who according to Kautz & Larsen (2000) often have scarce resources which means that almost all of the uncertainty about a new idea has to be removed before they adopt. 

5. Laggards who are extremely cautions and may never adopt any innovation. 

With regard to adoption or rejection of an innovation, these five categories are displayed versus time in Figure 1. In this figure, innovation-related knowledge is traveling from left to right across the various subgroups of the community. Each sub-group of the overall community shares knowledge with the sub-group that follows it, and each in their turn serves to reduce the risk of adopting or rejecting the knowledge. In a sense, opinion leaders function as the initial diffusion catalysts or inhibitors. About 14% of community members may be expected to be opinion leaders, and about 84% of members will directly or indirectly rely on their advice. It is important to note that about 50% of the members will be very resistant to adoption of KM in any event.
- Figure 1 about here -

If opinion leaders can be identified, their input regarding design and implementation of all aspects of the organization’s KM agenda may be ascertained and focused e.g. advisory groups, communities of practice etc. If the opinion leaders are negative or apathetic to the proposed KM implementation, it is critically important that the organization’s decision makers be aware of the situation. Where the opinion leaders view KM positively, “buy in” and take up may be realistically anticipated, and speed of adoption will be catalyzed as noted above. Speeding up the process is very important since as De Geus notes (1988; pp. 71) it takes from 12 to 18 months in a traditional strategic planning setting for an organization to act on strategic signals.
From the above discussion, it is clear that an organization having at least an up-to-date list of its opinion leaders will be well placed to begin to sort out how to effectively evaluate and progress its KM options. A practical methodology to identify an organization’s opinion leaders is described in the next section.
Identifying Opinion Leaders
The notion of networks as a dominant organizing principle to explain how organizations “really work” is well established; for example, Cross and Parker (2004) provide many examples from their practice, and case studies are available (Smith, 2005).

Network visualization and analysis (NVA) is the methodology used to map the relationship patterns across an organization and to identify its opinion leaders. First, data regarding “who influences whom” are collected from the target organizational population, or the whole organization. In the past this was a very time consuming manual task involving interviews and/or lengthy questionnaires. Today software exists to streamline and automate this function e.g. KNETMAPTM (Konverge Digital Solutions Corp., 2005). A typical data gathering process begins with a query sent by email to all individuals in the target community e.g. “Who would you go to for help in weighing up a new organizational initiative that affects your work?” Each person selects from an online list of names that are recognizable as co-workers. New names e.g. external contacts, may be added online to the list.

- Figure 2 about here -

Based on data that each individual voluntarily provides in response to the query, a visualization or map is generated using for example NetDraw (Borgatti, 2002). An example of such a map is shown in Figure 2. Networks are defined by:

· “Actors” who are individuals in the target community and who are shown as filled circles called “nodes” in Figure 2. 

· “Relationships” indicated by arrowed ties between nodes in Figure 2 where the direction of an arrow A ( B indicates that A goes to and is influenced by  B with respect to that query, or A (( B indicates that the activity is reciprocated. An absence of a tie indicates no relationship with respect to that query

· “Attributes” associated with each node e.g. role, tenure    

On completion of the information acquisition and mapping phase, more specialized techniques are applied based on Social Network Analysis (SNA). SNA is comprised of a number of complex mathematical routines (Borgatti et al, 1999); however, simplified descriptive texts are available, for example Scott (2000). The result is a detailed analysis of the relationship patterns across an organization’s formal and informal social networks, and identification of its opinion leaders. 

Conclusion

In the previous discussions, the critical importance of opinion leaders with regard to KM implementation was detailed, and means to identify them described. Obtaining and leveraging their views with respect to all aspects of the KM initiative may then be undertaken. It is conceded that if KM implementation is founded largely on the counsel of opinion leaders, all members of an organization will not have a direct voice in its introduction; however, the views of employees in general will certainly be represented in a more focused and visible fashion than is currently the norm, or indeed is practical given the constraints of time, budgets etc.. 
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Figure 1
Diffusion and Adoption/Rejection of Innovation
(after Rogers, 1995) 


Figure 2

Example of a Network Map
Opinion Leaders Circled in Blue
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