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11
Knowledge Management in
General Electric: leading-edge
communities 

NARRATED BY DAN RANTA, KNOWLEDGE SHARING LEADER

Dan Ranta sits in the large open-plan office in the 1500-strong General
Electric (GE) Research Campus in New York State, surrounded by his
team and a number of large-screen monitors which are used for virtual
interactions with internal and external customers. On his desk on the
day we interviewed him was the book Adaptive Space (2018), written
by General Motors’ innovation lead, Michael Arena — a book about
‘positive disruption’, which could perhaps describe the role that Dan
and his team play in GE. 

General Motors is also going through transformation like we are here at
GE, so I’m really enjoying it. I like the transparency of the space here. I
don’t have an office to myself; rather we all sit together. It’s actually an
open environment where we invite clients in, so that they can see how
we’re working as we provide them with an array of KM services, but we
also use video all the time.

Dan’s previous corporate KM role had been with a global oil and gas
company — a sizeable organisation of 35,000 staff, but a mere 10% of
GE’s workforce of more than 300,000; a challenge which he was
strongly attracted to.

This was a special job. I felt it from the beginning with key executive
engineering leaders demanding that ‘We’ve got to do collaboration
better. We know it’s not as good as it could be.’ The businesses were
largely siloed. There were nine businesses, nine vertical segments at the
time, with untapped potential to collaborate down and across. I became
really interested in the job – I thought this might be the biggest challenge
of my professional career. I was right! 

‘I thought this would be
the biggest challenge of
my career.’
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First steps as KM leader in a new organisation
Dan’s earliest observation was that there was an over-emphasis on
technology, and a lack of consistency and common approaches across
the business. His first step was to identify and contact the many people
identified with KM-related roles so that he could find what he
described as the ‘bright spots’ in the different segments to help him
with his agenda of consistency and standardisation. He was surprised
to find over 75 people.

The first thing I did was to invite everyone with a KM-related role to a
day-long strategic visioning session. I just had to put myself out there –
and I knew equally that they wanted to check me out as the new hire. I
facilitated a nine-hour session during which all businesses were
represented. I used that to get to know people – and to secretly find who
might be our Knowledge Management focal points for every business,
because I knew that I’d have a relatively small team of direct reports. I
carefully tried to pick out who was closest to the top and started to
generate a governance body – a knowledge-sharing leadership team
across our company. This session was really special – it took us from
strategy to action; we got a lot of ideas and we got a vision around
knowledge sharing and most importantly our first KM roadmap.

Listening to Dan describe this first workshop, we were struck by his
urgency and drive to make a first impression as a leader who was
tremendously responsive and action-oriented. 

I felt the need to ‘kill people with kindness and competency’! That was
my strategy. You want to be accommodating, be flexible and be open to
other ideas – because we’ve had so many good ideas from so many
people across our company as to how to improve KM. Then you are in
a strong position to demonstrate your own competency. After the
workshop, I worked almost all night long and I had the first version of
the strategic roadmap. I sent out a link to it through all the participants,
the very next day. I wanted to show them that we’re not just talking about
something. I wanted to get it out there, let them opine on it and give me
feedback. It was ‘carpe diem’ time for us. We needed to seize the day.

Recommendations and findings from the first workshop
Having worked through the night to process and analyse the views of
the workshop participants, and recognise where there were existing
‘bright spots’ to acknowledge, Dan communicated the summary of
recommendations listed here:

•  Change the mindset and the branding from KM to Knowledge
Sharing (and from technology to behaviour).

Finding the ‘bright spots’
in different segments
across the company.

‘I felt the need to kill
people with kindness and
competency!’

KM cookbook additional corrections 19 July_Layout 1  19/07/2019  18:04  Page 90



KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT IN GE: LEADING-EDGE COMMUNITIES 91

•  Establish an initial project to build some early wins (five GE
communities) and integrate this with an enterprise-wide KS
Strategy.

•  Work to create Collaboration Services for our GE-wide KS
Strategy by working to find executive level sponsors from the
business and from supporting groups such as Businesses, IT,
Corporate Communications and HR/Learning.

•  Create a KS leadership team — business focal points.
•  Engage early with IT as a partner for KS development — ensure

the project has strong IT support.
•  Explore the creation of an enterprise-wide wiki — lay the

governance foundation for GE Wiki.
•  Work with internal resources to create some subtle KS and GE

community branding to separate the new KS approach and work
from existing and past KS-related efforts.

•  Ensure that the security model for knowledge communities is
clear and broadly communicated — there should be no ambiguity
in this important area at GE.

•  Create a comprehensive set of KS governance materials — build
this directly into the GE Wiki.

•  Build a KS team charter and structure that clearly shows how a
central team can manage all KS-related activities for GE in the
future.

Dan made a particular point of changing his job title from Knowledge
Management Leader to Knowledge Sharing (KS) Leader to emphasise
the behavioural focus that he was taking. One of his first actions was
to launch a number of communities of practice, including a
‘KnowledGE Sharing Community’ which Dan describes as a way for
him to crowdsource his entire programme. Working with this
community, and his KM focal points in the business (which he refers
to as his ‘core team of brokers’) he developed a set of objectives and
goals for Knowledge Management where more than 65% of the items
were short-term, to be accomplished in 90 days or less. 

We looked at all the ‘W’s: why, what, when, who was accountable to
contribute, how you’re going to do it and how you’re going to measure
it. Once we created our strategic focus areas, we were in a position to
collectively create the ‘why’ and fill in the other Ws.

Building the KS Team at GE
The first strategic focus area was to build a central team, a small central

Changing the job title to
emphasise a behavioural
focus.
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team which would support the Knowledge Management focal points
that existed in each of the business areas and bring about the necessary
consistency in infrastructure and to start to build the first few
communities of practice (see Figure 11.1). Dan was clear about the role
of technology as an enabler and supporter of behaviour change.

It’s not about the technology, but the technology is the manifestation of
the behavioural aspects of making knowledge-sharing work. Once I was
able to get a proof of concept in place, we were able to get the funding
needed to fill other positions, like a wiki expert, taxonomist and a metrics
and IT operations guy.

Sharing KM governance materials openly
Dan is a strong advocate of working transparently and internally
crowdsourcing ideas for improvement from his knowledge-sharing
community. 

We have some really nice governance materials and have put them into
our KM wiki portal space, where we have over 175 articles on how we
do knowledge sharing. This is how we have worked to create our
standards, get buy-in and share our approach openly, transparently with
anybody and everybody across the company.

We mandate that all leaders and co-ordinators of our communities
are members of our knowledge-sharing community. I guess I suck them

‘Technology is the
manifestation of the
behavioural aspects of
making knowledge-
sharing work.’

Figure 11.1 Operating model of the Knowledge Sharing Team
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in, without them even knowing it! It’s the community space we use to
blog and share all our governance materials for everyone to see and use
. . . and help us improve. They see the questions and the answers, learn
about the improvements to the community IT infrastructure and they ask,
‘Why don’t we have this, why don’t we have that?’ That’s what we love,
because 75% of our best ideas have come from the business – across all
generations.

An agile approach to community enablement
The high level of engagement with the knowledge-sharing community
enables Dan and his team to rapidly iterate changes to functionality of
technology, and the processes around their communities of practice,
which have grown at a tremendous pace to include more than 130,000
members across about 170 live communities.

We listened to them and when it makes sense for the ‘greater good’ we
put it into play across our process-based communities. Will we ever finish?
Sometimes I wonder about this – when we get to something that’s so
perfect, that we don’t have any other technical work to do. I don’t think
we’re there yet, but maybe in about a year or two? We’re really doing
some fine improvements now – but we’ll always be able to discover more.
The faster you go, the faster you can go. That’s a philosophy that I’ve
always followed. We’re very, very agile. Everything we do is based on agile
development. We have regular scrum activity, just to be all on the same
page. All this with a remarkably small team, given our customer base.

Dan described the services provided by his team as an ‘ecosystem’ for
communities, with a growing range of customisable technical functions
becoming added into the environment, including:

•  automated wiki article creation
•  RSS feeds, the delivery of targeted articles from 5,000 external

technical journals and periodicals
•  an ideation platform
•  a ‘discover connections’ page for expertise location
•  a way to connect mentors and mentees 
•  targeted problem solving based on tags that are a reflection of

competencies in alignment with career development.

This is all underpinned by a common taxonomy, which he refers to as
the organisation’s ‘circulatory system’ and which even extends to the
unstructured content in the library. 

‘75% of our best ideas
have come from the
business.’

‘The faster you go, the
faster you can go.’

Communities, wikis,
expertise and external
sources, all channelled
through the ‘circulatory
system’ – taxonomy.
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We’re able to more precisely and surgically deliver things like RSS feeds
through to the right people. We serve up knowledge that’s from internal
and external sources on a silver platter for the users within a community.
If you don’t operate like this, you are wasting people’s valuable time.

Further innovation in community functionality
Our killer app is definitely our asynchronous discussion area – ask-and-
discuss – which we’ve customised quite a bit. The questions come in as
‘open’ and they get tagged per a community taxonomy. This generates a
match with experts or people in our ‘expert pipeline’ who are out there so
that we can immediately involve them. That then generates an immediate
alert based on a matching that happens with those tags. If you have
expertise in particular areas of a community, a community discussion gets
tagged with that. You get to know, ‘Hey Chris, someone’s got a question,
you have expertise, do you mind helping them out? Just click here and
answer.’ We’re building our whole programme based on professional
pride and human generosity – people helping other people.

We’re focused on tacit knowledge exchange because of the fact that
the 80 or 90% of all the knowledge that exists in any particular GE
community is tacit in nature. We want to be able to tap into that
experience-based knowledge and connect people.

More recently, Dan has integrated dynamic social network analysis into
the community ecosystem, making visible the density and frequency
of interaction between members of the community and enabling the
go-to people, mavens and connectors to be identified at any time. 

Figure 11.2 is taken from a view of GE’s Knowledge Sharing Com -
munity, indicating Dan’s centrality in communication to that group.

‘We’re building our
whole programme based
on professional pride
and human generosity.’

Figure 11.2 Dynamic social network analysis in communities
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I’m two clicks away from being able to look at the collaborative patterns
on our community sites through social network analysis – a ‘sociogram’
that’s right there to be able to show members that have, and haven’t been,
really active. We encourage the sponsors and leaders of the community
to use these sociograms to change-out the core team. We do regular
health check activity and make sure that we’re constantly nurturing, but
anyone can easily go in and they can easily see who’s been actually active.
You can run but you can’t hide! If you’re a broker, you’re a broker, and
we’ll want to make you a core team member and get in there and thank
you for your positive engagement. All of the people that are active, we
want to identify, elevate and thank them and continue to keep them
motivated and transfer the positive behavioural aspects that they’re
exhibiting to colleagues. Others will then say, ‘Oh, I can do that too!’.
That’s a key piece of, you know, building a collaborative culture.

Distilling knowledge from forums into wiki entries
Not everything in GE’s community ecosystem is automated. Dan was
excited about a new service which involves Dan’s team members in
Bangalore and New York with the problem-solving discussion activity
within the community ‘Ask and Discuss’ forums.

This is really, really super-cool – something I’ve always wanted to do –
we provide what’s known as ‘wiki-as-a-service’, where you just hit one
button and the collective discussion – maybe five or six people who
opined around the world on a particular topic in a forum – goes right to
our team in Bangalore. They write the wiki article based on the discussion
and you have effectively then turned that ‘water cooler conversation’ into
something that’s more powerful and put it in a fluid, dynamic environ -
ment where others can add to the knowledge over time. My team in
Bangalore gives you a leg-up on creating this explicit knowledge and
allows our knowledge workers to continue to develop it as we move
forward. We love that the wiki flows right out of the actual discussions. It
still requires some human intervention for sure, but we try to make the
process as automated as possible.

Roles and goals
GE has a consistent model across communities of varying sizes. The
‘ecosystem’ provides a common way of displaying the leadership roles
on the home page of that community. Dan described the following
roles, and his desire to see clear KPIs for every community:

We have a sponsor or co-sponsors, leader, or co-leaders, a co-ordinator
who does the day-to-day work, particularly if it’s a bigger community.
The key role is core team members. Typically, somewhere between 10
and 30 of these in each community. They are your brokers, and they are
key people with organisational power and influence. This is important in
a command and control culture, since they give you coverage and

‘You can run but you
can’t hide!’

Wiki-as-a-service, with
the help of a team in
Bangalore.
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alignment. What your boss finds interesting, you need to find fascinating!
We count on our core teams to bring other people in and to be active,
leading by example.

The smallest community we have is probably around 120 people and
the largest one is our ANSYS (engineering simulation software)
community, 6500 people from across the entire company – I wasn’t
prepared to have parallel ANSYS communities in different parts – it was
important to have one homogenous community. The same is true for
reliability, electronics, inspection and other cross-company topics. Less is
more with world-class collaboration.

I am challenging our communities to have at least one KPI that rolls
up to the highest-level business objectives that exist within a business
segment or are part of the enterprise-wide strategy. Some of our com -
munities have the scorecards, other don’t and I just keep pushing them to
provide a single KPI as a minimum. ‘What’s your raison d’être? You got
to be able to give me one thing. Come on. I know you can do it!’

Motivation for participation
Membership in GE’s communities is not mandatory — it’s a personal
choice. However, Dan was quick to point out the personal case for
joining and participating, using some Hollywood humour to make his
point: 

You probably remember the movie Meet the Fockers?
At one point Robert De Niro tells Ben Stiller: ‘You don’t want to be

out of the loop. You don’t want to be loopless!’ 
The point is, when you have a lot of activity happening in a company

like GE, do you really want to be that person on the periphery who is just
e-mailing his or her ten friends?

We drive people to our communities because it’s good for them in a
career-enhancing sense! You win in this space by showing value and
being relevant. You end up putting something together that’s so much
better than if you’d gone it alone – it makes so much business sense.
That’s been our philosophy in terms of winning engagement within the
company. Other things – let’s call them ‘losers’ – then fall by the wayside!

Communities solving customer problems, an example
from GE Renewable Energy
GE’s communities are at their most powerful when applying their
collective knowledge to customer problems. One customer challenge
related to an issue with the post-weld heating temperature on tempered
steel, which required immediate resolution. The project manager
initially estimated three weeks of analysis to propose a solution —
which would have delayed the project deliverables and added extra
cost to the customer. 

Communities ranging in
size from 120 to 6500
members. 

Each community must
have at least one
business KPI.

‘You don't want to be
loopless!’

‘You win in this space by
showing value.’

‘What your boss finds
interesting, you need to
find fascinating!’ 
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‘You can do 99 things
well . . .’

Instead, the project manager opted to engage the welding
community across GE businesses to help him find a solution quickly.
Within 24 hours, the discussion drew responses from 12 different
welding experts resulting in the proposal of a quick fix to this customer
problem. In this example, the welding community saved time and cost
worth of 120 man-hours and above all it maintained a consistent level
of customer satisfaction. 

The 26 knowledge-sharing communities within the Renewables
business collectively solved 324 customer problems over a 12-month
period. The benefits and savings associated with the ‘know -
ledGE’ sharing approach is estimated based on the cost avoidance in
productivity. This cost avoidance is conservatively calculated at
$503,000 in 2018.

Reflecting on challenges
Dan described his biggest challenge as ‘transformational winds’, and
likened the variety and pace of change initiatives, and the challenge of
maintaining excellent customer service, as being similar to riding a
bicycle in different directions, yet always encountering headwinds:

I’ll never be in another place that’s as big and is going through so many
changes. The challenge is to remain able to deliver and to stay the course
and build and improve our programme. I’m so proud of our team and
our extended ‘core team’, and our focal points in the businesses that
support community-based KM in the trenches. We have just literally
hundreds and thousands of people in our community model, including
sponsors, leaders, co-ordinators and core team members. It’s their ability
to stick with it, see the value and to continue to challenge us which makes
us better.

When you’re doing a job like this, an orientation towards excellent
customer service is so important. I have my ‘rule of 99’: you can do 99
things well and you know, you’re like, ‘Oh man, this is good, we are
good. Let me get another cup of coffee and the next thing I do is going
to be even better!’ And then one thing goes awry which undoes all of the
benefits in the eyes of the customer. What I share with my team and
continue to remind myself of is: that’s just the nature of the work. We’re
in a support role. We have got to be happy and energetic with boundless
energy, supporting our businesses that are out there and need our help.
When we get compliments for the team performance it just makes me
feel so good. That what it’s all about.

Reflecting on the skills necessary to perform the role
Listening is number one, listening to your customers with that boundless
energy I talked about. You can’t get down on yourself. No time for ‘woe
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is me’. You keep listening and keep making it better, with great attention
to detail. You have the mentality that even if you know you might be
smart, the best ideas generally come from other people and it’s your role
to combine them – that’s just a key piece of the change management
process also.

Secondly, you have got to have a little swagger – you’ve got to be
willing to go to leaders and tell them, ‘Look, this is what I need you to do
a little more effectively and here’s how to do it.’ I say, ‘We do need you
to get better and here’s some examples: here’s the three bullets’. I stick
at two to three bullets; I don’t want to overwhelm with ten things. They
usually agree!

Finally, Dan reflected on a difficult decision which he made to change
his reporting relationship in order to extend his network, despite the
positive nature of the relationship and working for the ‘coolest guy’ in
the world.

I initially had a boss who was very supportive. He was really super-cool
– coolest guy I’ve ever worked for – but I said, ‘I got to work somewhere
else, I need to get more networked into the rest of our businesses.’ So, I
took a chance and I made a recommendation to change my boss and
the HR leader supported me. I did it and I got networked across all of
our businesses more effectively and then developed relationships there.
That was very, very beneficial for our programme. I probably wouldn’t
even be here now if it wasn’t for that. It’s true you can make your own
path, but sometimes you also need help.

It’s a combination of following your instincts and the luck of being in
the right place at the right time with the right person. There’s been a lot
of that. I think you make your own luck to a great extent. So, things are
serendipitous, but then your ‘sticktuitiveness’ gets you to where you’re
making your own luck too. The harder you work, the luckier you get!

Mapping the story to the ‘KM Chef’s Canvas’
The three areas we chose to highlight from GE’s many strengths are as
follows: 

Technology and infrastructure
The development of GE’s community spaces focused on tacit
knowledge exchange and including dynamic social network analysis,
and the integration of the different functional requirements and ideas
arising direct from the stakeholders makes GE stand out in this area.

Listening, and main -
taining a little swagger! 

Changing your boss in
order to grow your
network.

‘Sticktuitiveness’. The
harder you work, the
luckier you get.
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Interaction and internalisation
GE’s KM strategy and story are built upon the success of their
communities of practice, executed at a scale well beyond most other
organisations. This may be the biggest, fastest implementation in the
history of KM, anywhere.

Codification and curation
The underlying taxonomy which GE describes as its ‘circulatory
system’, together with the streaming and channelling of external
sources into community spaces, and the curation ‘wiki-as-a-service’
capability are clear strengths in this area.
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