Creating the Guiding Coalition for the Federal Knowledge Management Initiative

Who will lead the Federal Knowledge Management Initiative? This is an important question as the Federal KM Initiative Committee prepares the final Federal KM Initiative Plan. This paper explores the necessary traits and qualities needed by those who will lead the KM transformation to restore “American know-how” to American government. It then recommends next steps to solicit, recruit, and vet potential candidates who possess the talent to drive this cultural transformation.

The Change Management Action Committee is using John Kotter’s Eight-Stage Process of Creating Major Change1. The second stage of the process is called “Creating the Guiding Coalition.” This process asserts that major change is so difficult to accomplish and sustain that no one individual can develop the vision, communicate it to the organization, eliminate the key obstacles, generate short-term wins, lead and manage all the change projects, and inculcate the new approaches into the organization. Kotter asserts that only a strong guiding coalition can drive sustainable transformation. It is our contention that transforming government from its current state to a collaborative and knowledge sharing culture is a monumental task requiring a coalition of government leaders and managers who are committed to driving this change.

Creating the coalition is no easy task. The composition of the coalition membership is extremely important, as is the method in which they work together. For the coalition to succeed it must have the following characteristics:

1. It must be comprised of the right people

2. The members must trust each other and work well together

3. The members must be anchored in a commitment to excellence and a real desire to see organizational change

Let’s explore this further.


Who are the right people? First and foremost the head of the organization must be involved, engaged, and committed to the change. Grass-roots efforts are important, but only with the most senior leadership support can true transformation take place and take hold. For KM to truly take hold throughout the entire federal government it is necessary to have Presidential and senior administration buy-in and support. The administration must lead the rest of government by articulating the KM vision, and promoting the KM transformation imperative as the way ahead for government efficiency, effectiveness, and innovation. The coalition’s membership must have strong position power, broad expertise and diversity, and high credibility within their sphere of influence. Membership must be across the entire spectrum of governmental Departments and organizations. These KM champions need to have the clout to drive the change, tout the vision, and empower others who can develop plans and tactics to operationalize the KM vision. 

Creating trust across the coalition is fundamental to successful transformation. Coalition members must be focused on the common goal and objectives of KM transformation. Hidden agenda’s, mistrust, large egos, and reluctant members will undermine the cause and ultimately diminish the effectiveness of the group and overall impact of the initiative. This is why the coalition composition is so important. Members must believe that KM transformation is essential to creating better government that will run more effectively, efficiently, and better serve the people. A coalition with these characteristics will have the capacity and potential to do the hard work involved in creating and communicating the vision, empowering a broad base of people to take action, ensure credibility, build short-term wins, lead multiple change projects, and inculcate these new approaches into how government does business. 


The next step is to create a process to identify potential coalition members. A KMWG search committee should be created to identify, vet, and recruit potential coalition members. The committee should consist of the Initiative Chair(s) and representatives of each of the Action Committees. The committee will need to work closely with the Communications Action Committee to ensure consistency in message, and polish in presentation. The committee will need to create the charter, rules, and procedures for coalition member identification, vetting, and recruiting, and then develop a list of potential candidates across the government. Special attention will be needed to be given on how best to approach the White House and senior administration officials in an effort to seek their support and sponsorship. The final step will be the marketing, communication, and recruiting process itself. This is when the KMWG will truly understand the level of commitment and enthusiasm for KM transformation by our government leadership, and their appetite for creating the Federal Knowledge Management Center, collateral policies, standards, and practices.
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