Guidance in Retention of Expertise

Introduction

The IRS, as well as the rest of the federal government, is witnessing the flight of many of its most experienced people to retirements and other agencies.  We must capture the wisdom that is “walking out the door” to minimize the adverse effects the departure of years’ worth of service may have on the intellectual health of the organization.  The information below is a guide to retaining critical expertise and creating the conditions that would make expertise retention a normal way of doing business.      

Summary

The most immediate thing to do is to develop a plan for the short and long term.  In the short term, you can start immediately to address the expertise retention issue by setting up a meeting/series of meetings or informal get-togethers to discuss and document the knowledge issues.  Ground work before the meeting should include examining the kind of knowledge you think you need to retain and developing a series of questions designed to get at it.  Examples are listed below.  You should consider using video-tape or tape recordings as options to capture information.  Critical issues are how to store the knowledge and how to make it re-usable.  You can try using paper first and phase-in electronics, or start right out using computers, databases, etc.  Longer-term issues include the establishing of an electronic forum, such as a “Community of Practice”, where questions, answers and communication can be captured as it is created to form a repository of information. 

Expertise Retention

Create an action plan to build a methodology to capture knowledge that can be put into place now.  The action plan should include scheduled meetings to discuss and develop strategic information that the organization needs to know, how best to capture, store, provide access and use the knowledge. Harvest expertise periodically, not just at the time an employee is leaving an organization. 

Identify specific areas where knowledge will be lost and its strategic impact on the organization.  Will it be procedural know how, or will it be the kind of information that makes procedural mechanics successful.  For example, a person may know how to write a proposal by following the procedures, but it takes a certain finesse to succeed in getting the proposal accepted.  The successful bid may have used color in the presentation, laid some ground-work by informally convincing people before-hand, etc.  

Identify important components of the job.  Develop a set of questions designed to probe for the important components of the job.  See below.

Analyze the organization’s social network.  Who do the employees go to for what information?  Who comes to them for what information?  Who else has knowledge on these subjects?  Identify those members others call on for their expertise.  Have members describe the questions and answers they have asked these experts.  Have the experts categorize the questions and answers. Based on the categories, identify how the knowledge needs to be stored and accessed.  

Consider the tools.  For documenting interviews, consider video-tape, tape recordings or transcribers.  Consider information from evaluations of people or projects.  For creating an electronic, online system, consider various software products.  SPDER is currently working with Booz-Allen & Hamilton to examine software for this purpose.  

Maintain relationships with retirees.  Create a community, club, or alumnus-type organization.  Retirees may want to stay active.  However, this knowledge may become outdated.  

Consider creating templates for success such as scenarios or examples of successful decisions or accomplishments.  In other words document and tell success stories.    

Interviews with employees

Interviews with the members are necessary and thought must be given to the kind of information your are seeking.  The relative knowledge of the interviewee should also be considered, i.e, what is their strong point, weak point?  It could be a meeting, an informal (brown bag) lunch or a one-on-one situation where the business can be discussed, as long as the critical elements are captured in some way.

A guideline for questions to ask:
What is the purpose of the organization and what is the knowledge you need to operate?

What advice would you give someone just joining the group?

What kinds of things will you never do again?   Why?  What lessons have you learned?

What is the job and what does he/she need to know?

What models, stories, company paradigms, perspectives and viewpoints dominate in the organization?

Who are the good guys and what do they contribute, conversely, who are the bad guys and what do they destroy?

Where and in what form do you draw your important knowledge?

Which knowledge sources do you value most and why?

What helps you to know things others do not know?

What works and what does not? Provide examples

Who do you go to for help in resolving the organization’s issues?

What historical information about the organization or its activities is important to know?

Videotaping employees 

Videotape employees describing their jobs, and providing advice for future workers.  What would they tell a person who just joined the organization?  Make it informal and fun.  Eventually, you should transcribe the “gems” into a database.

Establish a sharing system (Communitity of Practice) to being collecting and documenting current solutions/issues 

Develop a database for frequently asked questions and categorize them according to major topic.

The components of a Community are:

A home page to assert the communities existence,

A conversation space for on-line discussions of a variety of topics,

A facility for floating questions to the community for a subset of the community,

A directory of membership with some information about their areas of expertise in the domain,

In some cases a shared workspace for synchronous electronic collaboration, discussion or   meetings,

A search engine good enough for them to retrieve things they need from their knowledge base,

Community management tools mostly for the administrator or coordinator,

The ability to spawn sub-communities or sub-groups and project teams. 

What are the components of a CoP that would encourage participation?

1. Will I get value by going there?

2. Can anyone answer this question for me?

3. X has a question.  Who can answer it?

4. Inviting/alluring interaction; “Your $.02 worth” or “What’s your beef?”

5. Non-attribution vs. attribution

How can we measure the value of a CoP?  As part of the community development process, we must define our business objectives and how success will be measured.

We must make measurement and reporting an integral part of ongoing management

Use community measures not only to keep score but also to make fact based decisions to improve the community over time.
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