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Knowledge Enabling Government Work: 
The Federal Knowledge Management Roadmap

Introduction 

The vast scope of the economic crisis is now clear.  Most Americans are looking to government for the solution, and government must respond.  Efficient Federal action is now vital to the health of our economy.  What will help Federal Agencies to become more efficient?  The simple answer is knowledge.  In today’s world all organizations “run on” knowledge the way a car runs on gasoline. 

After we were told by the 9/11 commission that a failure to share information was a key factor in failing to prevent those tragic events, the Homeland Security Information Sharing Act ordered intelligence agencies to share information.  However, even if an Act directing all Agencies to “share information” were followed to the letter, this would not be enough to foster efficiency in government, because Agencies have very serious knowledge and information dysfunctions. 

The simple truth is that information systems do not solve organizational “knowledge problems.”  Despite all our technology here is the real situation “on the ground” in many, if not most, Federal offices: 
Serious problems that impair efficiency

· Information-Impaired Workplace: Personnel waste time trying to find someone to answer specific work related questions.  Staffers spend hours trying, and often failing, to find basic approved guidance, job procedures, work product, and other content on their computer systems.  

· Flying Blind: Poor process and task documentation means personnel waste time trying to discover exactly what they should be doing, who they should be calling, what form they should use, and how they should fill it out, etc.  

· Lack of Coordination: Personnel belatedly discover (or worse, never find out) that others in a nearby office are working on similar tasks, and they could have been sharing knowledge and work product all along.  

· Poor Communications: Personnel are sometimes the last to be informed of basic changes and events, leading to poor morale and abysmal situational awareness.  Management has little or no idea of the real conditions at the staff level, since they are being informed by immediate reports, and have little contact with lower echelons, resulting in poor adaptation ability.   

· Some Workers Lack Basic Knowledge Work Competencies.  Knowledge work is complex.  Technology tools change quickly, and it is no embarrassment for anyone to admit that they are not up on “Web 2.0” or “social networking.”  But Federal workers must keep pace with the world, if they are to operate on a global standard of efficiency.   
· Quick Action is Difficult, if Not Impossible.  Government is seldom agile or adaptable, and a certain degree of deliberate caution is advisable.  However, in carefully controlled circumstances, it is advisable to cede more power to the periphery of the organization, allowing local managers to make faster decisions.  This is essential in our age of instant communications.  

It’s costing us a fortune 

How bad is the problem?  Consider it in dollars. Of the 14.6 million personnel on Federal and contractor payrolls, at least 5 million are knowledge workers, and are paid $75,000 on average.  Knowledge workers spend at least 15% of their day looking for information.  As a result these problems cost the US Treasury at least $56.25 billion dollars per year.   
As Agencies struggle to manage a tsunami of stimulus programs, the knowledge problems soon will mount:  
· Large numbers of new personnel will soon join Agencies.  In addition, an OMB spokesman recently said, “Managers may reassign employees in some areas to more critical functions, such as overseeing or enforcing stimulus grants and contracts.”  These personnel must hit the ground running, to provide traction for essential programs immediately.  

· Agencies must quickly overcome bureaucratic obstacles to develop efficient, mission-focused teams.  
· Old, slow processes must be optimized for speed and efficiency.  Processes must be knowledge-enabled to allow inexperienced personnel to hit the ground running. 
· Government must be open to innovation and new ideas.  
The private sector improves efficiency with knowledge and innovation.  Government must do the same.  This Federal Knowledge Management Roadmap shows the way.  Below, we describe basic services and capabilities that every agency (and every department and office) should immediately provide to personnel.   

Why isn’t it happening already? 

Some Federal Agency spokespersons and websites may claim that these capabilities are already in place.  Indeed, some are discussed in either the Office of Personnel Management (OPM) Human Capital Assessment and Accountability Framework (HCAAF) or the President’s Management Agenda (PMA).  The PMA mentions knowledge management once and information management not at all.   

Although the HCAAF Framework is comprehensive, its Knowledge Management provisions are written too broadly to be useful and its program design is flawed.  OPM HCAAF is a “suggestions and rating” system, which provides guidelines for performance and rating criteria on a wide range of human capital success factors.  In terms of basic knowledge enabling of work in Agencies, HCAAF has not been effective.  

Who will benefit? 

As a direct result of the improvements suggested in this Roadmap, Federal service will improve, benefitting citizens.  All taxpayers will appreciate knowing their government is no longer wasting billions on basic inefficiency which is easily overcome.  Certainly the billions of dollars lost to time waste can be used for better projects or simply returned to the taxpayers. 

Federal employees will work smarter, making fewer mistakes.  They will enjoy a renewed spirit of pride and pleasure in a workplace that respects their intelligence and gives them the right tools for the job. 

Some may ask can we afford to establish knowledge management in the Federal Government.  We ask, “Can we afford not to?” 

Goals

Goal 1: Establish a Federal Knowledge Management Center 

The Goals discussed here are addressed by the discipline of Knowledge Management (KM).  Some agencies have succeeded at KM, including NASA and the US Army.  However, other than the OPM HCAAF Framework, there is no formal Federal program and no formal policy, standards or direction.  There is no central clearinghouse of lessons learned or “what works.”  Agencies and Departments must spend scarce consulting dollars to find their own way, “reinventing the wheel” in a wasteful duplication of effort.   

We propose the immediate establishment of a Federal Knowledge Management Center, which will develop and disseminate the programs described below, supporting agencies with knowledge, tools and expertise.   

Goal 2: Improve Information Availability

Knowledge-Enabling New Personnel

On-boarding is the process of welcoming and orienting new personnel.  Some forward-thinking organizations have realized that it is essential to include a knowledge and information systems orientation as one of the very first experiences of new personnel.  This enables new people to navigate and search the information systems of the organization.  The employee is immediately provided content that helps them do their job.  Desk, phone and email and phone accounts should be promptly set up.  Attention to these tasks will save millions of dollars in wasted manpower each year.   

Organizational Yellow Pages

The Organizational Yellow Pages is a system that enables employees to find people who know the answers to their work related questions.  These are sometimes called “Expertise Locators,” but that is a misnomer, because “expertise” implies that the system contains only “experts.”  This is not the case.  

The system should allow anyone in the organization to find the “go to” person for any program, process, activity, task, repeating event, initiative, press announcement, or other notable work-related issue in the organization.  The system should be easily key word searchable (like Google) and easily updated with current information.  Agencies should standardize on a common data structure and user interface for these systems, so that content can be exchanged between them.  

Basic Content Management

Basic organizational information such as approved guidance, personnel information, procedural documentation, and work product should be easily found on a centralized system with a reasonable amount of effort.  This basic requirement is neglected so often that its correction alone will save millions of dollars in search time every year.  

Goal 3: Instill Knowledge Work Competencies

Virtually all the Federal workers who work at desks are knowledge workers.  Knowledge work is increasingly complex.  Technology tools change quickly, and it is no embarrassment for anyone to admit that they are not up on “Web 2.0” or “social networking.”  But Federal workers must keep pace with the world, if they are to operate on a global standard of efficiency.  

However, traditional training programs are expensive and not very efficient.  Interactive, computer-based eLearning systems are much more cost effective.  A basic eLearning course on basic knowledge work competencies should immediately be made available to all Federal employees in all agencies.   

Goal 4: Improve Internal Communications

Situational Awareness 

Situational awareness is the ability to perceive the environment and make sense of it.  Below we discuss “Openness to Innovation,” “Openness to Change,” and Agility.  In order to even consider adapting, the organization must first be aware of the need for change.  Very often, the most sensitive “sensing mechanism” of the organization is at the periphery, where the organization makes contact with the public or its other constituents or customers.  But if communication from management and the periphery is impaired, situational awareness breaks down.  For that reason, upward communication is an important knowledge enabler.  

Upward Communication

Upward communication supports the needs of management to be informed of conditions “on the ground.”  It also meets the needs of employees to be heard. 

Downward Communication

Good communication is essential to healthy morale.  Employees are informed well in advance of impending major changes and important events, and given the whole story, the good and the bad.  

Goal 5: Support Agility and Performance

Knowledge-Enable Work 

Many Federal workers carry out specific, though highly complex processes.  These processes comprise many steps that often have not been clearly defined at the task level.  Process and task descriptions are not to be confused with job descriptions that map to KSAs -- Knowledge, Skills and Abilities -- that aid in hiring and career path decisions for Federal Employees.  

 In the last few years, great strides have been made in low cost software systems that “knowledge enable” work processes.  These simple systems generate intranet-accessible knowledge maps of processes, tasks, and all the related content that any worker needs to carry them out.  These knowledge maps should immediately be created for all critical Federal business processes.  

Knowledge Transfer & Retention 

Federal organizations plan for disaster with Continuity of Operations Plans.  These kick in when catastrophe strikes.  However, recent experience is testimony that Federal organizations must be prepared for unforeseen events that range from minor “bumps in the road” like a Capital-area snow day to a serious flu epidemic or a terrorist attack.  Continuity of operations Plans are not – and should not be – invoked when a minor emergency affects perhaps ten percent of an Agency’s workforce.  Yet, that is no comfort to the harried Agency manager who is attempting to make do with major gaps in his workforce. 

Knowledge Management can help “smooth out” the bumps that affect Operations with knowledge transfer and retention programs.  These programs identify “knowledge at risk,” important organizational knowledge that may be scarce or at the brink of “walking out the door” due to churn or retirement.  The Agency can then devise specific means of shoring up knowledge resources by providing personnel learning or utilizing mentoring programs. 

Build a Bridge between Generations 

The Boomer Generation is on its way to retirement.  New generations of young people, with very different ideas and life experience will take over.  So far, these different generations have not communicated well.  Boomers must acquire the skills that our “digital natives” learned almost from infancy.  Younger generations must absorb the deep knowledge that the older workers have acquired through long experience.  Knowledge retention, mentoring, and other programs will help build this bridge between all the current generations of Federal Government knowledge workers.  

Goal 6: Empower Information Sharing

Crosstalk

If parallel offices in the same organization do not actively communicate, knowledge dysfunctions result.  Staffers fail to coordinate appropriately and begin “reinventing the wheel”.  Intentional Crosstalk programs can help prevent these problems.  
Personal Networking

On a more personal level, it is important for knowledge workers to share knowledge for innovation, basic efficiencies, and professional development.  The organization should sponsor brief, but relatively frequent, events allowing staffers to chat informally, in person

Goal 7: Foster Openness and Change

Open to Divergent Opinion

In order to enable change, organizations must be open to divergent opinion.  This is seldom possible in the Federal environment, which is often cautious and full of undiscussable topics.  But Agencies will benefit by opening to permit a healthy amount of discussion on difficult topics that are mission related.   In this way, when negative issues arise, employees are not as reluctant to inform managers.  As a result, managers are not as often blindsided by news that was common knowledge for some time.  

Ability to Manage Change

Managing change in organizations is a complicated mix of management involvement, communications, learning and training, and more.  The key change management requirement as regards knowledge is “sense making.” This is a sophisticated ability to comprehend and manage the multidimensional implications of a portfolio of programs, their outputs and effects on the environment as well as recent changes in that environment.  Sense making in organizations is one of the more sophisticated practices in the KM toolset.    

Ability to Innovate

The world is changing rapidly.  Technology, economics, social change and political change all have remade the landscape of governing.  We do not have the option of choosing the status quo.  To survive and thrive, we must change and adapt.  This requires serious, intentional innovation.  Federal Agencies must be open to new ideas both from within, and from outside.  They must be agile enough to change existing programs (within legislative limits) to meet the demands of the future.  

Instill a Culture of Belonging and Teamwork
Knowledge sharing happens best in an atmosphere of trust.  When Federal employees feel a sense of belonging and camaraderie with their colleagues they will see the implicit value of pulling together.  For that to happen, they need to feel and express pride and confidence in their mission, the organization’s direction and efforts.  In this moment, when the world’s economy and the American way of life are at stake, we must collectively rise above the cynicism and apathy of business as usual to create a “can-do  spirit”.  This is a lofty goal, but we believe it can be done.  

Drive Power to the Periphery 

Government is seldom agile or adaptable.  A certain degree of deliberate caution is advisable.  However, in carefully circumscribed circumstances, it is advisable to cede more power to the periphery of the organization to allow local managers to make fast decisions.  This is essential in our fast-changing information age.   
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