Knowledge Retention

OVERVIEW OF THE ISSUE

“Knowledge Retention” indicates the codification, sharing and transferring of knowledge that is “at risk,” or that might leave the organization due to loss of personnel for any reason. It is particularly associated with the proactive capture and transfer of information between out processing personnel and their successors.  

WHAT’S IN IT FOR ME – OPERATIONAL RESILIENCE

A key objective of Knowledge Retention is to achieve “Operational Resilience,” or the capability of the organization to operate effectively while withstanding stresses caused by personnel churn, absences, organizational change, and low grade emergencies.  This capability is related to Continuity of Operations Planning (COOP).  COOP is associated with crises and disasters that require complete evacuation.  However, knowledge performance gaps occur every day.  It makes sense to embed knowledge retention and operational resilience into government work processes, so that Agencies are resilient 365 days a year, not just when there might be an emergency. 
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The KMO can help Agencies to produce interactive programs that link KM products and services, where appropriate, into services and resources that serve Continuity of Operations.  This program is based on a simple philosophy: “Resilience is an extension of normal business capability.”  

On any given day it is a virtual certainty that a few personnel will be absent, requiring some degree of additional support.  During a flu epidemic or on a severe snow day or during a minor emergency, more personnel will be absent, requiring additional redundancy.  

Thus, we see Continuity of Operations not solely as planning for a rare event, but as an outgrowth and extension of the systems which provide resilience during “normal” operations, or “Business as Usual.”  

ANOTHER PROBLEM – AGE WAVE RETIREMENTS …

Addressing  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Knowledge Loss and Skills Gaps 

DOL’s "Human Capital Strategic Plan, 2003-2008” states as a principal goal: 

Minimize knowledge loss and skills gaps caused by an aging workforce and employee turnover, and address changing skill needs through succession planning, knowledge management, and developmental programs. 

Why Knowledge Loss and Skills Gaps Occur 

· Knowledge is in People’s Heads. Knowledge, expertise and skills in organizations reside mostly in people’s heads.  When people leave or are transferred for any reason, this knowledge is usually lost unless deliberate measures are taken to preserve and transfer it. 

· Difficult & Costly to Capture. Knowledge capture is costly and labor intensive. Often, knowledge is held by one individual, or at most two or three. Training and knowledge management programs cannot cost effectively capture this knowledge.  

· No Dedicated System.  Few organizations possess specific tools, methods, or standards for knowledge and skills transfer. There is no common platform or medium of knowledge transfer. 

· Human nature is such that employees are often reluctant to share hard-won knowledge. 

· No explicit encouragement. Often organizations do not explicitly encourage knowledge and skills transfer, especially across organizational boundaries. 

· Low Priority. There is a lack of will to tackle the problem. Knowledge and skills transfer is seen as a luxury to be tackled  “when we have time.” Usually that time is never available. 

Costs of Failure to Address the Issue  

· Performance Gaps.  When senior persons leave without handing over guidance or organized procedures, the job performance of successors often does not equal that of the retiree or transferee.  
· Monetary Costs and Efficiency. The remedial options available when knowledge loss occurs are expensive and laborious. Sometimes organizations hire retirees back as contractors or cobble together a competent team from the existing personnel. Often the retiree is no longer available. In the absence of personnel armed with appropriate procedures and support, tasks demand more time and effort.

· Critical Activity Breakdown. The natural effect is drag on the system. At worst, knowledge gaps can cause breakdown of critical activities.  

· Mission Success and Scorecard Measures.  To the extent that critical activities break down, overall mission success is threatened. This cascades to poor scores on measures of human capital effectiveness on annual scorecards which OPM and others employ. 

Remedial Measures are Elusive  

· No Large-Scale Solutions. Large scale knowledge capture or training programs are unsuited to the problem of “knowledge at-risk” in many government agencies, because “knowledge-at-risk” is held by individuals or small groups with specialized knowledge — not large groups with a bank of common knowledge.  

· A person-to-person transfer problem.  When a person with unique knowledge retire, or transfer they are replaced with — at most — one individual. Often enough, no replacement will be hired. Therefore, it makes little sense to envision a large-scale "training curriculum” or “knowledge capture effort.” In most cases the transfer is from one person to another, or at most two or three others. 

POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS  “Expertise Transfer & Retention Environment” 

· A standard platform for the transfer and retention of specific job-related skills and expertise in a policy & procedure oriented environment. This is needed because no standard platform exists within government for this purpose.  Typically, the knowledge “package” that is handed to an employee in a new assignment (if any) is a hodgepodge of Post-It notes and email messages. A standard format will enable employees to more easily record specific task knowledge and prior to retirement or transfer.  

· A convenient, standard document and data storage method for recording and transmitting key skills and knowledge points upon transfer or retirement. Consists of a series of Microsoft Office documents and templates which are used to produce performance aids that strengthen skills and expertise geared to the government work environment. 

· A day-to-day performance support system for enhancement of job skills and expertise  

· A support system for aiding the collection of operational skills and policy expertise 

· A motivational tool to encourage the collection of skills and expertise 

Affordable, short term results
