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The Knowledge Manager

ver forty years ago now the Austrian

government established this country’s

first and only nuclear research facility
in the small village of Seibersdorf south of
Vienna. The experimental reactor has mean-
while been closed down, and the institute’s
400 scientists — experts in such diverse fields
as computer science, physics and biology
have switched to other areas of research, not-
ably the growth field of information technology.
The Austrian Research Institute in Seibersdorf
has emerged as Austria’s Silicon Valley.

The institute’s two managing directors,
Wolfgang Pell and Professor Giinter R, Koch, are
currently transforming the facility into a “know-
ledge enterprise”™. In effect this means that the
scientists are called upon to think in terms of
applied research and business considerations.

Koch has just launched a minor revolution
by making Seibersdorf the first large research
institution in Europe to publicise virtually the
entire range of its work. In the scientific com-
munity, transparency still ranks as a bad thing.
It could - so the superstition goes - induce
those who hand over the money to pick and
choose, financing only the plums in the cake.
Koch disagrees, feeling that the public as well
as private sponsors have a right to know what
a research institute is spending the money on.
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Professor Giinter Koch, einer

der beiden Geschaftsfiihrer des

bsterreichischen Forschungs-
instituts in Seibersdorf, hat
eine kieine Revolution aus-
gerufen. Als erstes Groffor-

schungsinstitut in Europa legt |

sein Haus fast liickenlos seine
Aktivititen offen, In Form einer
50 genannten Wissensbilanz®,
.Dem Wissen kommt in unserer
‘zunehmend wissensbasierten.
Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft

eine Schliisselrolle zu*, sagt
Koch. ,Wissen® scheintin ge-

wohnlichen Geschiftsberichten
nicht auf — dabei erreichen
Unternehmen, die fiir Wissen
stehen, Borsenkurse, die weit
iiber ihrem Buchwert liegen.
Solegt der deutsche Staats-
biirger Koch, der seit 1996 1n
Osterreich lebt, sdmtliche Pro-
dukte und Dienstleistungen

offen, die das Institut inden =

letzten Jahren entwickelthat;
unter anderem Industriercboter
fiir die Automobilproduktion,
ein kostengiinstigeres Verfah-
ren zur Herstellung von Licht-
bauwerkstoffen oder eine
neuartige Schadstoffanalyse
von Pflanzen via Computer.
Mit der Offenlegung will Koch -
vor allem private Geldgeber an-
sprechen, die in Zeiten knapper
Budgets (30 bis 50 Prozent des
Seibersdorfer Budgets von sie-
. ben Milliarden Schilling steuert
der Bund bei} fiir die Forschung
_immer wichtiger werden.

Transparenz statt hoher
Mauem: Prof. Koch legt
erstmals in Europa eine
Wissensbilanz eines Grof-
forschungsinstituts vor,
Transparency instead of
secrecy: Giinter Koch heads
the first major research
institute to disclose its
knowledge assets.

Hitherto the federal authorities have accounted for between thirty and
fifty per cent of Seibersdorf’s budget, the remainder coming from private
companies. “In the years to come, though, we —like everyone else - can
expect an increase in funding only from private sources,” says Koch. It
is all the more crucial, then, that the business community becomes aware
of good reasons to put its confidence in Seibersdorf. Which is why the
institute has just published an unprecedented Report: a Knowledge
Balance Sheet. “Our business and social lives are increasingly know-
ledge-based, and knowledge plays a key role.” Conventional company
reports tend to ignore “knowledge” as an item, although the stock mar-
kets have long since taken the point. Companies doing business with the
commodity “knowledge” are quoted way above their book values. Onthe
other hand, how do you set about objectively assessing a business'’s
intellectual assets?

The knowledge balance sheet lists the products and services which the
institute has developed in recent years: industrial robots for use in the
automotive industry, or a cost-cutting manufacturing process for light-
weight materials, an optical verification device for banknotes (already in
use at the Austrian National Bank), or a new computerised technigue for
analysing pollutant levels in plants. The balance sheet points out the insti-
tute’s strengths and discloses the weak spots which it has targeted for
remedying. As Koch puts it: “This is really dropping our pants! And we don't
always look good. For instance, the report discloses that we still send too
few of our staff abroad. On the other hand, we have a sizeable proportion
of foreign team members — six per cent.”
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Koch is the right man for the job, as his biography shows.
Having gained a degree in computer science, he was a faculty
member at the Applied Computer Science Institute at Karlsruhe
University from 1975 to 1981. Then he took a post as man-
aging director of a software company and held the same pos-
ition at the Baden-Wiirttemberg Technology Centre. In 1993
the EU appointed him head of the European Software Institute
in Bilbao - which explains the many pictures of Frank Gehry’s
Guggenheim Museum that adorn the walls of his office. Finally,
he worked as a chief consultant to Sun Microsystems Com-
puter Corporation in Geneva before moving to Seibersdorf,
Even now, he has other irons in the fire: he teaches telecom-
munications management at Krems University and lectures on
research management at Vienna University,

Koch knaws his way around both research and manage-
ment, then, which gives him a shrewd understanding of both
sides of the fence. Inevitably, he sometimes gets asked
whether his emphasis on the commercial aspect of the insti-
tute'swork doesn’t discriminate against “free research”. Major
German research institutes had misgivings about disclosing
the details of the institute’s activities which, they felt, could be
used as a lever to channel the flow of funds at will. Koch argues
that free research is better left to public institutions like the
universities than to research centres, whose job is to build
bridges between basic and applied research. “But the univer-
sities themselves are going to have to define their targets more
clearly in the years to come,” he adds. “For years the Austrians
have lived in a cloud-cuckoo land, with guaranteed retirement
pensions and full social insurance coverage, Nice if you can get
it, but it tends to make people complacent.” Some research
scientists, he points out, would prefer to go on “pottering
about in their allotments, but we need to focus on those areas
where we have an edge over the others.”

Koch is driven by missionary zeal, and yet he has retained
ahuman perception of hisjob. He is glad he hasn’t had to make
anyone redundant, he says. At times his face takes on a pen-
sive look, almost melancholy. When he gets a hankering to
do some research himself, that has to wait until after work —
and share his time off with a play he’s writing. The plot centres
aroundacouple who are both research scientists. “She” works
at a commercial scientific facility, “He” at a research institute.
“It's all about the pressure which market forces exert on many
people today ... Which brings us back to the subject at hand.”

On top of it all, Koch is a family man, although his family
life happens only once a fortnight when he flies back to
Germany. His wife, a teacher, stayed there because she didn’t
want to give up her job. Koch is convinced she was right:
“Experience shows that if a woman abandons her career for a
man's sake, it’s bound to lead to disaster.” So he pays a high
price for his post at Seibersdorf. Still, he has to i
concede: “l have the best job in Austria.” &
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