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Management summary

In 1998-99, an Expert Locator system was designed and built at DSM-Gist,
commissioned by the DSP (downstream processing) platform. In order to get
some insight in the users’ perception of the system, a series of interviews was
conducted 15 months after the system became operational.

This Expert Locator is a simple kind of knowledge management system. Users
enter their areas of expertise into the system and can query the system for other
users with a particular expertise. In addition, it offers a platform for discussion.

Knowledge management systems have a low success rate, and the fact that the
system is well established and still in use one and a half year after it became
operational is a success per se. Yet the position of the system is somewhat
fragile, as it has not established itself as an indispensable part of the information
structure at DSM-Gist.

If the system is to survive, it should be used in DSM-Gist on a larger scale and a
few technical adaptations are needed. Whether it is the best solution to enhance
the profile of this system or to replace it by other expertise location functionality is
beyond the scope of this report. Yet DSM is well advised to review its strategy
about expertise location. The insights gained by using the Expert Locator for an
extended period could be a valuable asset for defining such a strategy.
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1. Introduction

DSM-Gist, until 1998 known as Gist-Brocades, is a large chemical plant and research site in the
city of Delft, specialized in biotechnology products for the food, feed and pharmaceutical markets.
In 1998 the Down Stream Processing (chemical process technology) research groups of Gist-
Brocades engaged a postgraduate student (TWAIO) of the University of Twente to design a
software application called the Expert Locator, which became operational in March 1999. The
purpose of the system was to increase the exchange of knowledge within DSM-Gist. To that end,
if offers two complementary functions. In the Expert Locator proper, research staff can enter its
expertise and competences. This allows users of the system to find colleagues who have relevant
expertise when they are faced with a specific question.  In addition, there is a discussion
database, allowing for threaded discussions on any subject.

The system is still being used 18 months after its initial deployment. The fact that it survived for
more than a year is a success per se. The use of the expert locator is not mandatory, people
don’t have to use it if they don’t want it. It is not unusual that such systems fall into oblivion after
an initial period of trying it out.

The Expert Locator has long since passed the initial stage, and is used on a regular basis. A
question to be discussed in the near future is whether the system will be expanded to include
other groups within DSM-Gist. This merits a closer inspection of how the system is used and why.

Statistics about the system’s usage are available, but say little about the users’ desires and
benefits drawn from using the system. In order to get some more qualitative insight in how the
system is used, and why, a series of interviews has been conducted, including both frequent and
infrequent users. The interviews took place in June 2000. The results of these interviews are
presented in this report.

Section 2 gives a brief overview of the functionality of the expert locator and the use that is made
of it at DSM-Gist. Section 3 describes the set-up of this study, Section 4 summarizes the findings
from the interviews. Consequences for the Expert Locator are discussed in Section 5, leading to a
conclusion in Section 6.

2. The Expert Locator at DSM-Gist

Finding the right expertise in a larger, knowledge-intensive organisation is a problem common to
many organisations. DSM-Gist is no exception.

DSM-Gist

DSM-Gist – previously known as Gist-Brocades, until it merged with DSM in 1998 – has
organised its research efforts in different product-oriented divisions. Currently there are business
groups for Bakery Ingredients (DBI), Food Specialties (DFS) and Anti-Infectives (DAI). Each
division, furthermore, consists of a number of disciplines, grouped around the general
biotechnological process: Genetics, Fermentation, Downstream processing, Formulation, and
Application.

The Downstream processing (DSP) platform, comprising DSP experts from each of the three
divisions DBI, DFS, and DAI, recognized that in such a distributed organisational structure there
is a risk of redoing research on problems already solved by others. In cooperation with the
University of Twente, a postgraduate student spent an internship of one year at DSM-Gist and
designed and implemented an Expert Locator, in cooperation with the local IT staff (van Breest,
1999). This system became operational in March 1999. At that time it was targeted primarily to
the DSP people in the three research divisions, about 80 persons in total. The system was
developed in cooperation with a pilot group of about 15 future users.
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Expertise location and Organisational Memory

Organisational Memory has attracted a lot of attention as buzzwords, but to memorize your
corporate expertise in a knowledge base is easier said than done. Little research in this area rest
on empirical examination of organisational memory systems within a context of use (Ackerman
and Halverson, 2000) and it is not surprising that many consider it as a hype. Yet the problem is
real enough.

A less ambitious goal, which is a natural first step in any knowledge management project and
sufficient in many circumstances, is to store meta-knowledge (which kind of knowledge is
available, and where to find it) in a system, not the knowledge itself (Davenport, 1998). Systems
to support this are referred to under diverse names like expertise directories, skills database,
knowledge yellow pages or people-finder systems.

McDonald and Ackerman (1998) give an analysis of expertise location based on a field study in a
software company. Expertise location, can be decomposed into two distinct functions. Expertise
identification is the process of finding out which persons may have the required expertise. When
expertise identification yields more than one potential expert, there is the problem of expertise
selection: whom among those persons to call upon. The most knowledgeable person might not
be the most accessible one; people consciously select the person from which they expect most
practical help.

An expert locator system could play a role in both functions. Expertise identification is most
obvious: the system can provide a list of persons, possibly with a description of their expertise,
related to a given keyword. In principle an expert locator system can also help in expertise
selection, by providing more information about those persons which belong to the set of identified
experts.

The Expert Locator

The Expert Locator system at DSM-Gist consists of two parts: the Expert Locator proper and a
discussion database. The Expert Locator functionality focuses on expertise identification. Users
describe their expertise on a personal page, but it is not possible to browse the full expertise
pages of other users. One can search for those users who have a given expertise, but one cannot
ask the system to show all the expertises of a particular user. The motivation for this design is to
avoid any risk that the system could be used by superiors to assess users based on the
information they provide to the system. As a consequence, this limits usage of the system for
expertise selection. This is not seen as a restriction, the main function of (this part of) the system
is expertise identification.

For a more detailed description of the system’s functionality, see (van Breest, 1999).

The discussion database

Technically, the discussion database provides the usual infrastructure for online discussion: users
can ask or state something, and others can react to it. This facility is used for two distinct
purposes:

q Questions to other users. If you don’t know how to solve a particular problem, some other
user may know it and give useful reply.

q Distribution of information. Conference announcements and technical reports are also made
available through the discussion database.

The discussion database is moderated in the sense that it is the system administrator who posts
most of the general information into the database. Users often send material to the administrator
to be posted on the discussion database. The questions/discussions are not moderated.
Occasionally the moderator sends an email to all users when some new and interesting
information has been made available in the discussion database. Technically it is possible to
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include a link into the discussion database in an email message, so that users only have to follow
the link.

The purpose of disseminating information through the discussion database is twofold. It saves
disk space when documents reside single-copy in the database, rather than distributed over a
large number of mail boxes. More importantly, however, it provides an incentive to enter the
database and use the occasion to browse through the other material as well.

3. Evaluation method

In order to get a deeper insight in the usefulness of the expert locator and the motives for using it,
structured interviews were conducted with twelve users. It is a qualitative investigation, aiming to
uncover different aspects of system usage and attitudes towards the system, hence no statistical
significance is to be contributed to the collected answers.

In order to select a reasonable spread of users, the system’s users were partitioned into three
groups, according to high, medium and low usage of the system (i.e. total number of times logged
into the system). Four persons were selected from the “high” and “medium” groups, as well as
three persons from the “low” group. This selection was done by hand, based on availability and
assuring that a reasonable spread among different functions and divisions was reached. In
addition, I spoke with one of the science managers, as nobody in this function was among the
initially selected interviewees. Science managers are responsible for selecting team members
with a particular scientific competence, when a new project team is being composed.

All persons who were approached agreed to participate.

Table 1 shows the distribution of interviewees among the divisions of DSM-Gist, Table 2 shows
their functions.

Division # inter-
viewees

DFS (food specialties) 6

DBI (bakery ingredients) 3

DAI (anti-infectives) 3

Table 1: Division in which interviewees work

Function # inter-
viewees

Project manager 2

Science manager 1

DSP research 5

Other research 4

Table 2: Function of interviewees

4. Evaluation results

The findings from the interviews are grouped thematically.

4.1. How is the system used?

Expert location

q One of the more frequent users is an assistant technician who was relatively new to DSM-
Gist. He used the Expert Locator to get more information about the company and to find out
who is involved in what kind of research.

q Two of the other people interviewed, a researcher and the science manager, have used the
expert locator to find people with a particular expertise.

q The majority of the users has not used it for this purpose, other than an initial exploration to
see what is in the system. The main reason is that there are other ways to find expertise,



5

perceived as being more useful. Most interviewees have been at DSM-Gist for a long time
and have a network of contacts. The interviewees report that they know whom to ask, when
they have a specific question.

q Although most interviewees have not really used the expert location functionality, several of
them stated that they thought it would be more useful for other employees. Two types of
expected use were mentioned.
(1) Science managers are responsible for selecting people with the right expertise for a given
project, hence it is assumed that they make better use of the system.
(2) New staff, who do not yet have an extensive network within the company might benefit
from the system.
The interviews seem to confirm rather than contradict these expectations: the interviewed
group contained one relatively new staff member and one science manager; both were
among the three persons who had used effectively used the system for this purpose.

It must be concluded, however, that in the current set-up the majority of users does not use the
expert location functionality. In section 5.1 we discuss in more detail the chances of improving the
usage of this part of the system functionality.

Discussion database

About the use of the discussion database, the interviews gave the following results

q From the 12 interviewees, three have posted one or more questions themselves. All report
that they have got a useful reply. (One of these posted two questions, and said he got a
useful reply to one of them). A fourth person has posted a piece of software he had written,
and he has the impression that it is being used by others who found it in the discussion
database. Another person had never posted a question himself, but was able to provide an
answer to somebody else’s question.

q Several persons mentioned using the discussion database as a resource for finding
information about conferences. While the same information is also be available through other
channels, it was found to be convenient to have it available in this form.

q The majority of users occasionally browse the discussion database to see what is being
discussed and whether there is some useful information for them. Most users don’t do this
very often (e.g. once a month) and the emails sent out by the moderator are typically used as
a trigger to browse through the discussions.
Yet this is perceived as an important function of the discussion database: ”staying in the
loop”, i.e., browsing through other peoples’ contributions gives you an idea of what is being
discussed.

One user mentioned general information overload – this is not the only database to which he
subscribes – and follows up on the emails of the database administrator only if he happens to
have time. Another user questioned the effectiveness of the discussion database as a means for
getting answers. But the interviews indicate that those who did contribute to the discussion are
satisfied with the responses to their contributions.

4.2 Impact of the Expert Locator

The Expert Locator has not (yet) brought about dramatic changes in work practices. Yet, as one
person remarked, “the fact that you come back once in a while to see what is in the system does
prove that is works”.

Interviewees were asked if it would have any consequences for their way of working if the system
were abandoned tomorrow. Some would find that inconvenient, for many it would have no
consequences at all.

q Five persons indicated that the usefulness of the system would increase if it were opened for
other divisions as well. The current group of users is relatively small, and within this group,
most people know each other anyhow.
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Hence, although the expert locator has not yet much impact in terms of finding expertise, it is
believed that it could be more useful when used by a larger group of participants.

q One of the project managers remarked that even though the system has little direct impact
today, its importance will increase in future as it becomes more and more important to react
quickly to questions and desires from customers.

4.3 Suggestions for improvement

Technical functionality

The technical functionality and the user interface are generally considered to be good. People
had few problems with handling the system. It takes a bit of time to learn to use any new system,
as one person remarked, but use of the Expert Locator is straightforward and it fits well with the
other Lotus Notes applications around.

q A particular problem with entering expertise into the system is that only those terms could be
used that are offered by the system. Users outside the group that initiated the expert locator
(DSP researchers) complained that the range of available terms was perhaps well suited for
DSP but less so for their area of expertise.
This issue is further taken up in Section 5.1.

q It would be useful if it were possible to look at the expertises of a particular person, at least
one interviewee remarked (but not everybody agrees to that; see Section 4.4 on privacy).

q Sundry comments on the technical functionality of the system:
•  It should be accessible through the Web, independent of Lotus Notes
•  It would be nice if the system offered the facility to send an email to a found person
•  In the discussion database it should be easy to see which items are new and which are

older
•  When you post a question, you should be able to see how many persons have read it (if

you don’t get an answer, at least you know that is has been read)
But one user remarked:
•  Don’t clutter up the system with nice-to-have features.

Usage of the system

The moderation of the system as it currently done by the system administrator is generally
considered to be good. Several persons specifically mentioned it spontaneously, even though it
wasn’t asked for.

q As stated above, five persons remarked that the system would be more useful if the scope
were increased, i.e., staff from other divisions would have access to the system.

q There were some other remarks about maintaining one’s personal information:
•  Some people give a lot of information and many areas of expertise, others only a few

lines. Perhaps there should be some guidance as to how much information to submit
about yourself. As another user remarked, the information should be more detailed than
just two lines.

•  In order to be functional, the information you submit about yourself has to be updated
sometimes. Perhaps the moderator can send out a reminder (once a year?) that people
should update their information in the expert locator.

q About the discussion database, also used as an information database:
•  It could be used to spread more information, perhaps secretaries could add that into the

system.
On the other hand,
•  information overload is a general problem. One user remarked that this is not the only

such database to which he has access.
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4.4 Privacy

In the current implementation, one can search for particular kinds of expertise, and the system
will list the persons having this expertise. It is not possible to retrieve all expertises filled in by a
particular user. This construction was chosen to eliminate the possibility that the information could
be used for assessment by superiors.

A majority of the interviewees found the concern about privacy somewhat overdone. At DSM-Gist
there is a relatively open culture and professional expertise is not something that needs to be
treated as confidential. It was said twice that is would be useful to browse through the expertise of
a particular person, if you had the idea that he might be able to help you. (Yet a third person
stated the opposite: the system is meant to search for people having a particular expertise,
therefore there is no need to browse the expertise of a given person).

Three persons remarked that the current set-up is appropriate. This is a matter of principle. The
bottom line is that official privacy regulations should always be followed.

5. Discussion

The position of the expert locator is somewhat fragile. The system has proven to be successful in
the sense that is it still actively used, more than 18 months after installation. But it has not (yet)
become an indispensable part of the information infrastructure at DSM-Gist.

The general picture that emerges from the interviews is that the system is seen as a useful tool
for information gathering, but if the system weren’t there one would find the information anyhow in
another way. In the current practice, moderation is vital. By entering information into the system
and occasionally reminding the users, the moderator provides the momentum needed to attract a
critical mass of accesses to the system. If the system were not moderated, it would most likely
have ceased to be used.

5.1 Expert location

Most interviewees believe that the system could play a useful role in expert location. From the
interviews there is not a lot of evidence, as only one person was interviewed from each of the
categories for which the system was presumed to be useful, viz., science managers and new
staff. But there is no evidence to the contrary, so it gives at least some confidence that
assumption is valid.

If the full potential of the system is to be realized, two major issues stand out:

q A larger user group. In order to obtain a critical mass, it is necessary that both the number of
persons who provide the system with expertise information and the number of persons who
have access to the system increase. In order to be successful, it has to be used by more
divisions within DSM-Gist. The idea is that this should not just lead to more use because
there are more users, but more valuable information to each of the users, because of the
increased scope of expertise that can be consulted.

q Open categories of expertise. In the current system, expertise can be indicated by selecting
keywords from (closed) lists provided by the system.
When the Expert Locator was implemented it was a deliberate design choice not to let users
choose their own terms, so as to make sure that standard terminology is used. Several users
complained that this policy is too restrictive and experienced difficulties entering their
expertise into the system – in particular for persons outside the initial core user group.
If a larger user community is looked for, it seems necessary to change this and to implement
another policy for keyword management.

There is a range of alternatives between limiting keywords to a fixed set and letting
everybody pick their own keywords. Users could be encouraged to use standard terms, and
add new terms only if standard terms are not well applicable. It would do no harm if a
representative group of users reviews nonstandard keywords and proposes uniform usage
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within the company. But the bottom line should be that somebody entering his expertise into
the system is able to choose keywords he or she finds most appropriate at that moment. It is
not reasonable to expect that users, wanting to enter information into the system, should be
willing to submit keywords to a committee or a system administrator before they can continue
to do so.

A minor issue compared with both points raised above is a more uniform usage of the system.
Several persons noted a difference in level of detail of the information provided. Probably the best
way to induce users to a more uniform type of information is to give some carefully chosen
examples of what a typical expertise page would look like.
For keeping the information up to date some mechanism could be chosen to remind the user
when he or she has not updated its page for a long period, e.g. one year.
It should be evident, however, that sending people an email to remind them to update their
expertise page only will be successful with users who consider the Expert Locator to be a useful
system, which makes it worthwhile to put some effort in updating their information.

5.2 Discussion database

The discussion database functions reasonably well in its current form. The experience over the
last year has shown that it is primarily a useful channel for spreading information, complementary
to email or paper circulation folders. An important factor for the success of the system is the way
in which it is moderated, with the system administrator adding resources to the database and
occasionally reminding the users that some worthwhile information can be found there.

A relevant question, which is hard to answer on the basis of these interviews, is how the usage of
the discussion database will keep up with an increasing number of information sources becoming
available. Some of the material distributed through the discussion database could be made
available in a corporate intranet. If at some point in future an intranet will become the prime
source of information distribution within DSM-Gist, this will inevitably diminish the relevance of the
discussion database for this kind of dissemination of information.

Hence, the fact that the discussion database has proven its use is no guarantee that it will remain
being useful.

If the user community of the Expert Locator system is to be expanded, the role of the discussion
database has to be reviewed. It might attract enough questions and answers to keep the
discussion database going, but it is also possible that it will fail to do so. Using the discussion
database as a distribution medium for other information might help, in the short run, to attract a
critical mass of users, but if this type of usage is indispensable to keep the system going I think it
likely to fail in the long run.

5.3 Technical functionality

There were surprisingly few complaints about the technical functionality. This means that the
system was well designed! Some suggestions for minor improvements are listed in Section 4.3.

A major point to be considered when the future use of the system is discussed is making it
accessible through the Web. Only if Lotus is a prime platform throughout DSM, the system can
afford not to be Web-accessible.

5.4. Privacy

Despite the fact that a majority of users does think that this protective measure described in
Section 4.4 is not necessary, this does not imply that a more open policy should be imposed upon
others. Hence the privacy policy incorporated in the system is appropriate and need not be
changed. As a consequence, this limits the potential use of the system for expertise selection.
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6. Conclusion

The Expert Locator system has proven to be a moderate success in practical usage. This is more
than a moderate success in terms of IT implementation, as a substantial part of such projects
simply fails.

Yet it is questionable whether the current type of usage will endure in the long run. With an ever
increasing range of ICT facilities, the function of being a platform for the distribution of information
– currently a function that is essential to maintain a critical level of system usage – is likely to
become less relevant.
In addition, the context has changed because Gist-Brocades became part of DSM. It has to be
reviewed what the role of the Expert Locator is for the rest of DSM.

One option is to make the system available as an expert locator to a wider group of users,
including other DSM groups outside DSP. In order to do so, some changes are needed in the
mechanism to store and retrieve information (abandon the idea of fixed keywords).

A second option is to implement a different expertise location system in the whole of DSM. In
such an implementation process, the experiences with the Expert Locator are a valuable asset:
the planning for a future system can be based on the practical experience with this kind of
functionality within the company.

A third option, perhaps, is to combine these approaches and reuse (part of) the Expert Locator in
a new company-wide information infrastructure.

It is not the purpose of this study to give an advice which is the best way forward. It seems
advisable, though, that DSM-Gist or, better, the whole of DSM develop a strategy how to address
expertise location in future. Whether the current implementation of the Expert Locator system has
a major role to play is to be discussed, but anyhow the experiences with using this system at DSP
will give valuable input to such a discussion.
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