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I have been thinking about how new “emergent” technologies (Enterprise 2.0)  may change the old information control concept of “Need to Know”, to a model of how to share and exchange knowledge within business operations, or what I call “Need to Flow” 
One can look at a traditional hierarchical business structure as a filtering process. That is, information flows upwards in this heavily branched structure, and this information is filtered, combined, massaged, or rejected as it passes through layers of management as they seek to add value to support business decisions. 

In addition to filtering, management layers also help to steer the information discovery process (that is help to find it), guide the flow of information through hard to understand business practice processes, and distribute the information as appropriate between branches. 
By managing and controlling information in this fashion, a firm is undertaking a one dimensional upward flowing model, otherwise known as the “Need to Know” model.
In viewing this type of operation, it is notable that the process is an information flow network that flows information upwards. It is the process of converting information into decisions and it is often the case that various organizations will implement the network following different standards. Some will have a loose standard while others will seek to micro-manage the flow under strict control.

The question that I am currently pursuing is what happens to the information flow network when a few things happen, namely: 

· Information is more easily located. 

· Business processes are robust and easy to understand

· Sharing and exchanging information across all layers of the operation is easy and open

· The amount of information available throughout the organization increases

Working with Barriers
Let’s take a look at what happens in a hierarchical company in which information continues to increase but there are no sharing mechanisms in place, processes remain the same and information is still hard to find.

In any flow network or process, as one increases the amount of content in the network without changing anything else, stoppages, blockages and slowdowns occur. The network is just too restrictive to permit additional content to move. One way to solve the problem is to remove the barriers by adding in more avenues that permit flow movement. In a hierarchical organization the means more branches, extended layers and more processing points (in this case, adding people). Some companies have already done this and the result is an increase the number of analysts, or staff members with job descriptions that include “information processing”. In current conditions, many firms will find that maintaining this Need to Know model will increase headcount, reduce knowledge worker productivity, increase time to execute/time to respond, and overall be rather costly.
An interesting metric to consider when evaluating the efficiency of value creation in a firm using a Need to Know model is to count up the number of “analysts”. Any number over zero begins to suggest operations in which information is overloading the network. I have seen instances in which personnel are deployed to collect multiples spreadsheet whose contents have been entered by various people. After collecting the spreadsheets, which involved badgering people, the analyst consolidated the information, created graphs and wrote a monthly report. He proceeded to do the same thing the next month. (We fixed the problem, automated the process and removed the “information processor”.)
Removing Barriers
When barriers exist within processes, the other option is to identify then, remove them, or change the process by shifting the way work is done. In the case of information flow in a hierarchical company, the barriers are: information is hard to find, business processes are confusing (or competing), and sharing and exchanging mechanisms do not exist or rely on manual intervention. 

Some reasons why these barriers continue to exist in that people don’t understand that they exist, they exist but people don’t understand how to remove them (since “that’s the way we are”), or people actually want to maintain the barriers in order to demonstrate control. 

In most cases, except the last, barriers can be identified, mapped to the current “as it is” state, and corrected with the agreement of participants or by corporate intervention. Staff members are often willing to change since the current barriers create limitations that prevent them from “doing a good job”. The means are available in the form of IT technologies. 
Removing barriers does take an effort to expose the problem, to get others to agree that the barrier is a problem, to define a solution and to create a reinforcing ownership of the new way of doing things. This grass roots level change is taken with some fear of undermining the “general way things are”. Assistance from upper level management who support improved information flow can be significant in getting change implemented more quickly.

Pushing the Information Downward. 

Once barriers are removed and information flows more freely, one should anticipate that “information processing” will decline as staff members are freer to act upon the information that they have rather than allocate time to no-value, low-value transactions of finding information, asking what to do with it, etc.

As staff members undertake more value related manipulation, analysis and utilization of the information, and begin to undertake the roles of filtering and combining information, the flow network changes. The information flow network is rather lean, since more value is being created before the information begins its upward flow. And more importantly the content flowing in the network is actually less information but more knowledge leading to more immediate decision making. 
The shift in the flow patterns provides the organization with new opportunities. Rather than waiting for information, knowledge and decisions to flow upwards, the business unit can begin to flow business and corporate strategies, business knowledge and other direction related information downward to more fully aid staff in evaluating conditions, now with all relevant info. 

By correcting and eliminating barriers, by providing the right information to the right person at the right time, and by improving information sharing, a company can undertake a new “Need to Flow” model. New opportunities arise that otherwise may not have been available.

Changing your Model
I have outlined a few characteristics of how information flow in hierarchical companies can change and improve the way in which a business operates. Some companies have already done so, while some, like Google, just started in a Need to Flow business from the very outset. 

It is quite apparent from the post 9-11 investigations that the intelligence organizations in the federal government operated in a “Need to Know” information flow model. There was a wealth of information, however, movement of the information was restricted by barriers, many purposefully imposed. It is shame that it took a disaster to open the eyes of our officials and to force a shift to a new model. It does appear to me that there is at least some movement to a Need to Flow model and more sharing and exchanging information.
What about your company? Is information flow restricted in your firm? It is difficult to find correct and timely information? Do you communicate more about where something may be or what do I “in this situation”, rather than creating or innovating new product ideas? 
The reassessment of business strategies, the awareness of internal problems that create tensions, the need to keep up with faster moving companies, the continued problem of solving the same problems, are all creating interest in better information management and for changing the way business is conducted. Looking at the issue as a shift from Need to Know to Need to Flow is only one way to examine the problem and understand what needs to be done. Add in the introduction of new Enterprise 2.0 technologies, and the means are now more readily available to change business models. 

