
The	Seven	Deadly	Syndromes	of	Knowledge	Sharing	

	

“Knowledge	sharing	is	an	unnatural	act”,	according	to	Larry	Prusak,	one	the	grandfathers	of	knowledge	

management.			Whilst	the	offering,	receiving	and	reuse	of	knowledge	sounds	like	common	sense,	it	isn’t	

necessarily	common	practice.		What	goes	wrong	in	seemingly	smart	organisations,	which	causes	them	to	

act	in	a	less-than-smart	manner?		This	short	paper	explores	seven	‘syndromes’	which	I	have	observed	at	

work	in	many	different	organisations,	each	of	which	has	a	limiting	effect	on	the	supply,	demand,	

management	or	re-use	of	knowledge.		I	call	them	the	‘Seven	Deadly	Syndromes	of	Knowledge	Sharing’!	

	

Let’s	start	by	focussing	on	the	syndromes	which	affect	the	supply	of	knowledge	–	what	is	it	that	holds	us	

back	when	we	might	have	a	good	practice	or	insight	to	share?		

	

	

1. Tall	Poppy	Syndrome.		

It	is	said	that	the	poppy	which	grows	the	tallest	is	the	first	to	be	cut	

down.	We	see	this	dynamic	at	play	in	the	media,	where	a	celebrity	is	

put	on	a	pedestal,	and	then	the	same	media	that	put	them	there	take	

great	delight	in	knocking	them	down.	So	how	does	tall	poppy	syndrome	

manifest	itself	in	the	workplace?		

People	hold	back	from	sharing,	perhaps	saying	to	themselves:		

“If	I	say	we	have	a	good	practice	to	share,	then	I’ll	be	rapidly	told	by	my	

peers	all	the	reasons	why	it	isn’t	such	a	good	idea	after	all,	or	why	they	

had	already	thought	of	that.	I	don’t	want	to	endure	the	scrutiny	of	

others	–	it’s	too	much	like	hard	work.		And	anyway,	even	if	I	do	run	the	gauntlet	of	criticism	and	inspection	

of	my	peers,	my	reward	will	be	that	I	have	to	entertain	a	whole	series	of	visitors!			No,	I	think	it’s	safer	and	

easier	just	to	keep	my	head	down.”		

	

• How	can	you	make	it	safer	for	the	potential	poppies	in	your	organisation?		

• Are	there	common	processes	which	could	be	introduced	to	make	sharing	a	more	acceptable	and	

regular	or	expected	activity?		

	

	

	

2. 	Shrinking	Violet	syndrome.		

People	suffering	with	Shrinking	Violet	syndrome	are	naturally	self-

effacing	or	shy.		Perhaps	a	little	too	humble	for	their	own	good.	

Certainly	too	humble	for	the	good	of	the	organisation.		They	might	be	

heard	to	say	“Oh,	we	don’t	have	anything	special	to	share,	no	

distinctive	practices”,	“We’re	different	here,	let’s	leave	it	to	the	real	

experts”.		

Sometimes	the	real	issue	is	that	suffers	don’t	actually	know	what	

‘good’	practice	is	–	nobody	has	ever	described	a	model	of	excellence,	

and	how	their	approach	fits	in,	so	how	could	they	know	any	better?	Interestingly,	it	is	often	the	business	

units	or	teams	who	live	with	a	sense	of	isolation	who	develop	innovative	practices	which	should	be	

shared	more	widely.	This	isolation	may	be	cultural	–	a	new	acquisition	perhaps,	or	geographical	–	

particularly	business	units	in	“antisocial	time	zones”.		

	

• What	could	you	do	to	identify	and	tease-out	the	shrinking	violets	in	your	organisations?		

• What	cultural	factors	do	you	need	to	understand	and	be	sensitive	to?		

	

	

	

	



3. Not	Invented	Here	Syndrome.		

When	the	human	body	is	faced	with	an	organ	transplant	it	naturally	

generates	antibodies	which	attempt	to	reject	this	‘foreign	body’.		

Sometimes	the	same	can	be	said	of	our	behaviours	when	we	are	

faced	with	an	idea	or	a	good	practice	from	another	part	of	the	

organisation,	or	even	form	outside	the	organisation.		Our	antibodies	

reveal	themselves	in	comments	like:		
	

	“Ah,	you	don’t	understand	–	we’re	different	here,	we	

couldn’t	possibly	learn	from	you.”		

“That	might	have	worked	for	you	in	that	context,	but	it	will	never	work	here!”			

	“We	have	our	own	unique	culture	–	our	own	unique	problems.”	

	

Sometimes	what	lies	behind	this	mind-set	is	a	reality	that	actually	we	quit	like	coming	up	with	unique	answers.	

It’s	far	more	satisfying	to	invent	our	own	solution	that	it	is	to	borrow	and	adapt	solutions	from	elsewhere	–	

where	is	the	fun	in	that?			Let’s	look	a	bit	more	closely	at	two	of	the	reasons	we	reject	these	ideas	and	good	

practices,	so	that	we	can	recognise	them	in	our	own	behaviours.	

	

Firstly,	it’s	easy	to	listen	for	what’s	different,	rather	than	what	is	similar.	We	are	quick	to	reject	ideas	when	the	

vocabulary	used	to	describe	them	is	different	to	our	own.		“Oh,	that’s	based	on	a	different	model	for	change	

management,	so	it	won’t	fit	here”.			

	

Secondly,	we	react	against	the	idea	of	a	100%	solution.		We	like	to	feel	that	there	is	scope	for	adapting	

something	so	that	we	can	own	it.		If	you	are	sharing	a	good	practice	with	another	part	of	the	business,	learn	the	

art	of	pausing	after	80%,	and	asking	for	their	thoughts	to	refine	it	further	–	you’ll	find	that	acceptance	and	

engagement	levels	both	rise.	

	

Several	years	ago,	the	leader	of	one	of	BP’s	business	units	introduced	an	informal	recognition	scheme	to	

encourage	its	members	to	look	beyond	the	boundaries	of	their	own	unit	for	good	practices	to	adapt	and	

adopt.	Entitled	“steal	with	pride”,	the	award	took	up	a	pirate	theme	and	was	manifested	as	parrot	soft	

toy!	If	anyone	could	demonstrate	that	they	had	“stolen”	an	idea	from	another	business	unit,	applied	it,	

and	created	value,	they	would	be	eligible	for	the	cuddly	parrot	which	would	take	pride	of	place	on	their	

desk	for	a	month,	before	moving	on	to	the	next	person.	In	moving	on,	the	parrot	would	leave	behind	a	

deposit	–	a	solid	gold	doubloon	worth	$250.	For	an	annual	investment	of	$3000,	that	business	unit	leader	

had	sent	a	powerful	message	about	the	importance	of	learning	and	adapting,	rather	than	inventing.		

	

• Could	our	organisation’s	performance	management	or	reward	and	recognition	process	be	adapted	

to	overcome	Not-invented-here	syndrome?		

• Are	there	groups	of	people	who	are	particularly	vulnerable	to	NIH?	How	might	we	work	with	them	

differently?		

	

	

4. TomTom	Syndrome.		

I	originally	called	this	“Real	men	don’t	ask	directions”.	But	it’s	become	

commonly	known	as	“TomTom	syndrome”,	allegedly	affects	men	the	

most	–	it	prevents	us	from	taking	the	simple	but	fundamental	asking	

for	help.	

	

We	have	all	had	times	when	we	have	that	nagging	sense	that	“there	

might	be	a	better	way	to	do	this”,	or	“perhaps	someone	else	has	

already	figured	this	one	out”.		What	stops	us	from	asking	around	for	

solutions	and	ideas	for	improvement?			

Sometimes	it’s	a	little	bit	of	ego,	sometimes	it's	a	sense	that	we’re	supposed	to	know	the	answers.			

	



	“If	I	ask	for	help,	my	colleagues	will	think	I’m	incompetent!”		

“I	didn’t	get	where	I	am	today	by	admitting	weaknesses”.		

“In	this	organisation,	the	successful	ones	are	the	ones	who	have	been	self-sufficient.”		

“…but,	I’ll	be	happy	to	share	my	problem	once	I’ve	solved	it.”		

	

As	part	of	their	“Operations	Excellence”	programme,	BP	encouraged	its	operations	managers	to	ask	for	

help	through	a	consistent	approach	known	as	“Offers	and	Requests”.	Having	completed	a	self-

assessment,	each	business	unit	was	asked	for	their	three	offers	(operational	practices	which	they	had	

scored	highly	on,	and	could	share)	and	three	requests	(practices	which	they	wanted	to	improve).	Because	

all	of	their	peers	were	also	sharing	their	offers	and	requests,	the	stigma	of	asking	for	help	in	the	relatively	

macho	world	of	operations	was	removed.		

	

• Which	business	units,	teams	or	functions	suffer	most	with	TomTom	Syndrome?		

• How	could	you	make	it	easier	to	ask	for	help	in	your	organisation?		

	

	

5. Read	the	Manual	Syndrome.		

Have	you	ever	had	the	experience	where	you	are	trying	to	resolve	an	

issue	with	a	utility	company,	and	navigating	through	their	website	to	

find	your	way	to	the	customer	service	telephone	number?	

	

My	experience	of	this	is	that	I	have	to	read	through	a	very	long	list	of	

FAQs	and	follow	several	links	before	they	will	reveal	the	‘magic	

number’	which	enables	me	to	talk	with	someone.		I	knew	all	along	

that	my	issue	required	a	conversation	to	resolve	it,	but	I	still	had	to	

navigate	the	maze	of	information	and	questions	before	I	was	allowed	

human	contact!	

	

There	are	organisations	where	the	default	response	to	every	question	is	a	document	or	a	hyperlink:	

Need	to	bounce	that	new	idea	off	someone?	Check	out	our	online	ideas-factory	Team	Space!	

Want	some	guidance	on	building	a	team?	You’ll	find	all	the	answers	on	the	team-awareness	checklist	on	

SharePoint.	

	

Information	repositories	like	SharePoint,	Intranets	and	Wikis	can	be	wonderful	things	for	getting	us	to	the	right	

content.	But	when	it	comes	to	sharing	knowledge,	there’s	no	substitute	for	a	conversation.		Of	course,	there	is	

vast	amount	of	business	knowledge	which	can	be	reduced	to	a	document,	or	web	content,	and	we	should	

embrace	that.		Key	policies,	standards,	operating	procedures,	guidelines,	templates...	these	are	the	staple	diet	

of	good	information	management	systems.	The	danger	comes	when	we	start	to	believe	that	content	in	

SharePoint	or	on	the	Intranet	represents	the	fullest,	most	up-to-date	insight	for	any	and	every	topic,	and	all	we	

need	to	do	is	to	be	able	to	find	it,	read	it	and	act	upon	it.		What’s	the	problem	with	this?	

	

i) Best	practices	are	only	applicable	for	simple	problems	–	and	life	is	usually	far	more	complicated	or	

complex.	

ii) As	business	guru	David	Snowden	says:	“We	know	more	than	we	can	ever	say,	and	we	say	more	than	we	

can	ever	write	down.”	

iii) When	we	do	write	things	down,	we	lose	out	on	the	non-verbal	communication	which,	in	some	cases,	can	

account	for	as	much	as	93%	of	the	message.	

iv) You	can’t	ask	a	document	a	question!	

	

I	prefer	to	think	of	content	as	an	advertisement	for	a	conversation.	Rather	than	a	document	being	the	end-

point	of	your	search	for	knowledge,	it’s	a	pointer	to	its	author,	or	the	original	source.		A	quick	telephone	call	

(with	a	human	being!)	will	quickly	expand	your	understanding:			Is	there	anything	more	recent?	Is	there	a	better	

practice?		What	was	the	context	when	this	was	written?		Are	there	other	questions	I	should	be	asking,	or	other	



people	I	should	be	speaking	with?	

	

Social	networking	tools,	wikis,	blogs,	microblogs,	shared	tags	and	aggregation	tools	can	be	part	of	the	solution	

to	this,	as	they	reinforce	the	link	between	an	individual	and	the	content.	They	are	beginning	to	bring	content	to	

life,	but	I	still	believe	that	they	deliver	the	greatest	value	when	they	end	up	initiating	a	conversation.		So	are	our	

intranets	libraries,	or	meeting	places?	Is	captured	information	an	end	in	itself,	or	an	advertisement	for	a	

conversation	with	the	owner?	

	

• How	can	we	bring	our	information	to	life,	by	linking	more	of	the	content	with	the	author	or	source?		

• What	could	we	do	to	reclaim	some	of	that	missing	93%?		

	

	

6. Lock	it	Away	Syndrome.		

Information	Security	is	an	essential	fact-of-life	in	every	organisation.		It	

goes	without	saying	that	we	need	to	understand	it,	and	we	need	to	act	

within	the	recommendations	of	corporate	information	security	policies.		

However	–	there	are	some	organisations	where	the	policy	for	handling	

information	casts	a	large	shadow	over	all	information	sharing.		People	

might	be	heard	to	say:	

	

	“If	I	share	this	information	openly,	it	might	be	taken	out	of	context.”		

“Someone	might	use	it	to	make	a	decision	without	knowing	the	full	picture.”	

“Its’	not	quite	perfect,	not	complete,	so	I’m	sorry	but	I	can’t	really	discuss	it	yet.”	

	

I	call	this	“Lock-it-away”	syndrome.	Information	becomes	locked	away	by	default,	rather	than	by	

exception.	We	run	the	risk	of	running	activities	‘in	the	dark’,	reinventing	the	wheel	and	failing	to	spot	

synergies	until	it’s	too	late	to	get	the	benefit.	The	default	place	for	most	documents	–	not	just	the	

confidential	ones	-	can	become	local	or	private	network	drives,	rather	than	in	a	more	open	space.		So	we	

don’t	find	because	we	don’t	share	–	and	we	don’t	share	because	it’s	just	safer	and	easier	to	‘lock	it	away’.		

After	all,	nobody	ever	got	fired	for	being	too	careful	with	information.	

	

• Is	it	possible	that	our	information	security	policy	is	being	misapplied	by	well-meaning	but	over-

cautious	people?		

• Is	there	somewhere	that	you	could	share	a	non-confidential	summary,	and	let	it	provoke	a	fruitful	

conversation?		

	

	

7. Hamster	on	the	Wheel	Syndrome		

Our	final	syndrome	affects	both	the	supply	and	demand	side	of	the	

exchange	of	knowledge.	In	fact,	impacts	the	entire	system.		

	

Researchers	have	found	that	during	the	night,	a	pet	hamster	can	run	

the	equivalent	of	ten	kilometres.		That’s	an	exercise	routine	which	

would	put	many	of	us	to	shame	-	and	all	without	leaving	its	wheel.		And	

every	time	it	steps	off	the	wheel	it	expects	to	be	in	a	different	place,	

but	nonetheless	it	steps	back	on	and	continues	to	run	frantically,	

hoping	for	a	different	outcome.	

	

I	have	encountered	people	who	behave	in	a	similar	way,	feeling	that	somehow	they	just	have	to	keep	running	

on	the	corporate	hamster	wheel,	too	busy	to	stop	and	think	about	whether	there	might	be	a	better,	quicker	

way	to	achieve	their	aim.		Sometimes	it’s	hard	to	figure	out	whether	they	are	turning	the	wheel,	or	the	wheel	is	

turning	them.		



Hamster	on	the	wheel	syndrome	is	a	tough	syndrome	to	address,	as	it	requires	people	to	start	to	believe	

that	that	could	actually	improve	their	performance	by	looking	for	learning	and	insight,	and	by	sharing	

others.	It	requires	a	step	of	faith.	

	

Kent	Greenes,	former	head	of	Knowledge	Management	at	BP	frequently	used	to	encounter	business	

people	who	would	say	“I	agree	with	all	of	this	knowledge-sharing	stuff	but	I	just	don’t	have	the	time.”	

Kent’s	reply	would	be;	“Well,	would	you	have	the	time	to	halve	the	time?”		

	

The	primary	reason	for	sharing	knowledge	and	learning	in	business	is	not	to	give	people	a	warm	glow	of	

self-satisfaction,	and	is	certainly	not	to	increase	the	numbers	of	documents	in	SharePoint	or	lessons	in	a	

lessons	learned	database...	It	is	to	make	the	business	run	better,	faster,	cheaper	or	more	innovatively.	

Credible	internal	examples	and	stories	can	be	powerful	in	helping	others	to	take	their	own	step	of	faith.		

	

• Can	you	identify	any	stories	where	knowledge-sharing	has	saved	time	or	cost	for	an	individual,	and	

encourage	them	to	talk	about	the	personal	impact	it	had	on	them?		Would	they	be	willing	to	say	it	

on	camera?		

	

• If	you	have	a	senior	sponsor	involved	in	your	knowledge-sharing	activities,	then	make	good	use	of	

their	influence	in	setting	expectations,	unlocking	time	or	providing	‘air	cover’	for	people	to	try	new	

ways	of	working,	sharing	and	learning	together.	
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