From Knowledge Management Competencies to Improved Organizational Performance

Overview 

‘The only sustainable competitive advantage is an organizations ability to learn faster than the competition’ – Peter Senge
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While advances in information technologies have made it possible to collect, store, transmit and access an unbelievably vast amount of information, our ability to sift through and make sense of all that information has not progressed at the same pace.  Our organizations, and in particular our Federal government agencies, are still operating as if trying to address industrial era challenges.  Our inability to “connect the dots” and handle information overload has led us to multiple crises such as terrorism, economic, health and energy.  In hindsight, some of these crises could have been averted if we had only been able to connect the dots earlier, if we had anticipated the crises rather than merely reacted to them.  

We need our agencies to move into the 21st Century, to be agile and transparent.   We need to improve our decision making processes and our execution approaches.  We need to improve our communication processes, both across the Government and with the general public.   Greater efforts are being made in the direction of transparency.  We still need to address the remnants of industrial era organizational structures that have become inefficient and ineffective in addressing today's challenges.  

We know that the only constant is change, and the rate of change is increasing.  We need a Federal government that is able to learn at the speed of change.  Peter Senge noted that in the private sector, “the only sustainable competitive advantage is an organization's ability to learn faster than the competition.”  We need a Federal government that can anticipate and shape the future, a government that can lead the world towards a better future and a government focused on continuous performance improvement rather than merely reacting to and mitigating crises.

We propose a framework for transforming Federal government agencies into Learning Organizations, organizations that are better able to handle rapid change, organizations that work smarter and pro-actively seek improved performance in a changing environment. The proposed framework links core KM competencies of Federal employees as the foundation of a Learning Organization to some key enablers:  Knowledge Management, Strategic Performance Management and Change Management.  

We propose a set of recommendations focused on 1) defining core KM competencies at employee and organizational levels; 2) creating developmental approaches, rewards, and other incentives to ensure that these KM competencies are acquired by all Federal employees and organizations; 3) a Federal KM Center that establishes coordination and collaboration mechanisms across Federal agencies for institutionalizing KM competencies; and 4) implementation of Strategic Performance Management.  

There are barriers to change, forms of resistance that preserve organization structures that lack agility and adaptability.  In the near term, these barriers could have devastating impacts.  

Why?  We have now entered the “Perfect Storm” where 65 million baby boomers are about to leave the workforce with their knowledge, skills and abilities.  According to OPM workforce challenges are especially acute in the Federal Government:  by 2012 more than 50 percent of the current Federal workforce, including 90 percent of senior management and a third of all scientists and economists will be gone--leaving a quarter million jobs in their wake (Newsweek 2008).  This shift in the workforce will lead to serious challenges related to knowledge retention.  Those left behind will have no choice but to work smarter. 
Critical Importance of the Topic 
Where Are We Now?
The world has shifted from an industrial-based to a knowledge-based economy.  Unlike the industrial economy where the scarcest resources were land, labor, and capital, the 21st century knowledge economy is faced with a scarcity of time and attention.

The global economy democratizes access to data, information and knowledge; an individual no longer needs to live in or travel to technologically advanced societies in order to learn or access the most up-to-date information.  An Army surgeon in Iraq uses the Internet to transmit live video of a gravely injured soldier to a surgeon stateside.  The young soldier can thank the surgeons and the real-time knowledge sharing that occurred that day.

Technology enables this easy dissemination and sharing of data, information and knowledge.  However, the rapid increase of information and advances in communication technology have created information overload, making it harder for workers to discover useful, actionable information.  With real-time access technology has surpassed the maximum capability for individuals to read, react, and respond to emerging knowledge.

At the organization level, it has been said that “organizations are drowning in data, but thirsting for [the] information” needed to manage their performance (Advanced Performance Institute 2002).  They tend to measure “what is easy to measure” instead of that which is strategically important.  (ibid)  Consequently, they miss opportunities to improve their effectiveness, and they damage their ability to adapt to new circumstances.

The luxury to slowly adopt technologies and innovative approaches is no longer acceptable.  Martin Luther King referred to the “tranquilizing drug of gradualism” in his famous “I have a dream” speech.  While he was referring to much different circumstances, there is a parallel.  We must define expectations, hold each other accountable and strive for efficient and effective organizations.  Therefore we must become more responsive and flexible to new ways of sharing knowledge.

Most of the current government bureaucracies cause unnecessary decision bottlenecks; they are inventions of the industrial era.  View the “Barriers to Innovation and Inclusion” video (recently created by NASA employees), which illustrates tendencies to:

· Work in silos,

· Stay in comfort zones,

· Adhere to outdated management styles

· Demonstrate a lack of support, trust, resources, and

· Retreat to the mindsets of “we’ve never done this before” or “we’ve tried this before and it didn’t work” or the classic “not invented here” syndrome.

These are forms of resistance that don’t support learning in the organization that lacks agility and adaptability.  Why is that important?  

We have now entered the “Perfect Storm” where 65 million Baby Boomers are about to leave the US workforce with their knowledge, skills and abilities. According to OPM, by 2012 more than 50 percent of the current Federal work force, including 90 percent of senior management and a third of all scientists and economists will be gone--leaving a quarter million jobs in their wake (Newsweek 2008).  Forty-five million members of Generation X, a 30% reduction in the workforce, must quickly fulfill and expand the knowledge, skills and abilities vacuum until the 65 million members of Generation Y enter the workforce.  This creates an enormous challenge for those who remain; they must work smarter.
Cyclically, resources expand and contract, both fiscally and environmentally.  Change is both a choice and a reality we cannot escape. Today’s challenges demand a rethinking of long-held assumptions. Our public sector agencies need to be more nimble, innovative, collaborative, and adaptive. One organizational model bearing those characteristics is that of the Learning Organization.

Where Do We Want To Be?  

We need a Federal organization that is able to learn at the speed of change.  We know that the only constant is change, and that the rate of change is increasing.  As human beings we tend to resist change, but the time has come to collectively accept and embrace change as motivating challenge rather than a constraint. Peter Senge noted that in the private sector, “the only sustainable competitive advantage is an organization's ability to learn faster than the competition.”  We need a Federal government that can anticipate and shape the future, a government that can lead the world towards a better future and a government focused on continuous performance improvement rather than merely reacting to and mitigating crises.  That construct is called a “Learning Organization.”  
How, then, does one describe a Learning Organization?

 “A Learning Organization systematically learns from its experience of what works and what does not work. The goal of learning is increased innovation, effectiveness, and performance.”  (U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 2003)  Imagine an organization where employees continually create, acquire, and transfer knowledge—helping the organization adapt to the unpredictable to continually provide the best possible service to the nation and its citizens. A Learning Organization:

· Solves problems systematically.

· Experiments

· Transfers knowledge

· Learns from customers and organizations engaged in a similar line of work

· Learns from past experience.

How do we recognize a Learning Organization?  We will see:

· A supportive learning environment, with employees feeling safe expressing disagreement with others; taking risks; reviewing organizational processes.

· Concrete learning processes, formal processes for experimentation, gathering intelligence, and so forth.

· Leadership that reinforces learning.  Leaders are open to alternate viewpoints; signal the importance of spending time on problem identification, knowledge transfer, and reflection; and they actively engage in questioning and listening. (Garvin 2008)
What makes a Learning Organization hum?  It is the interactive system of systems (human and technological) that feed and inform one another.  At its best, a Learning Organization is well equipped to meet its mission and, given regular feedback, make appropriate course corrections when circumstances require—e.g., significant reduction or increase in funding; effects of a retirement “bubble”; merger with another agency; requirements to update the services it delivers or its delivery mechanisms.
The benefits of the Learning Organization are great, but progress toward it is often slow.  Nonetheless, it is a worthy goal, achieved through a path with increasing rewards.
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Several related disciplines enable the work of the Learning Organization.  They are:

· Knowledge Management (KM) (supported by the development of KM Competencies);
· Strategic Performance Management, in order to monitor and control the organizational elements that drive performance;
· Change Management, to foster new attitudes, behaviors, processes, and organizational constructs. 

Furthermore, the Learning Organization depends on learning at the individual and group level.  And there are specific KM competencies that further its effectiveness.  
Individual Learning

In addition to being skillful technically, individual employees benefit from a deep understanding of the organization, its mission, its processes, and how they fit within that organization—how their work contributes to its mission.  

KM competencies for workers in Learning Organizations include the following:

· Strategic thinking, to align individual learning strategy with organizational mission and vision; 
· People skills that fuel positive changes: collaboration, cooperation, negotiation, conflict resolution, motivation;
· Creative problem solving and teamwork;
· Leadership competencies, adapted to the situation.
Organizations that foster an active learning environment nurture the development of these competencies among employees.  

How can employees develop these competencies?  There are a variety of traditional and non-traditional methods that include:

· On-boarding processes that teach new employees the values of the organization.

· Mentoring

· A Community of Practice (CoP) that focuses on implementing these competencies, for example, a CoP for first-level supervisors.

· Brown bag lunches, where key leaders offer status reports and acknowledge stellar performers.

· Targeted training in teamwork, knowledge sharing, etc., in the context of helping people perform their work with greater ease or success.

· Corporate incentives and awards that reward desired behavior.

However, learning at work is rarely a solo activity. Individual employees learn in the context of their work with fellow employees, with employees in partner organizations, and in CoPs both within and across organizational boundaries.

Group Learning / Team Learning
Group learning is more than the sum of individual learning; it is the learning that takes place in group activities, project teams, cross-functional teams, etc.

Team (or collective) learning requires skills in order to share information and knowledge, particularly implicit or tacit knowledge. Key KM Competencies include:

· Communication (within teams and across organizations)

· Group reflection

· Mentoring and supporting colleagues

· Taking a holistic perspective – view the team and organization as a whole

· Coping with challenges and uncertainty

· Ability to manage organizational performance.
In order to enhance collective learning, Learning Organizations implement KM, in order to establish specific learning processes and tools that become embedded in work processes.  The box below provides a sample of knowledge management activities or practices implemented in Federal Government Agencies (based on the work of the KM Practices Action Group), all of which can support learning at the individual, group and organizational level.  


Another key component of a Learning Organization is Strategic Performance Management.
Managing Performance

Organizational Performance Management
The Learning Organization manages performance at two levels:  organizational and individual.  As the organization transfers knowledge more effectively, its performance improves.  Strategic Performance Management (SPM) is one discipline that helps the organization:

· Identify what matters, and

· Measure and manage this to improve the effectiveness, efficiency, and overall performance (Advanced Performance Institute, 2002).
As such, it is a complementary discipline that, in partnership with KM, helps the organization focus on essential capabilities, key processes, and critical knowledge.  Then, given a set of strategic objectives, performance analytics measure the outputs and outcomes that are closely linked to mission success.  For example, if the organization is in the business of acquiring airplanes, this process helps to ensure that it acquires an adequate number of airplanes at an acceptable cost, and that, through learning, costs have the potential to decrease and quality has the potential to increase.

Many public sector organizations are obsessed with measuring performance, but fail to manage it.  SPM should be used to enable self-management and learning, in order to improve performance.  Furthermore, those who measure performance merely to keep external moderators off their back (e.g., those responsible for implementing the Government Performance and Results Act) miss a critical opportunity to accurately assess and refine their operations, creating employee support along the way (Advanced Performance Institute 2002).

A study conducted by the Advanced Performance Institute revealed ten best practices for good performance management in the public sector.  Among the practices that bore the greatest influence on outcomes were:

· Create clarity and agreement about the strategic aims, with agreement on intended outcomes, outputs, and necessary enablers.

· Create a positive culture of learning from performance information.

· Apply performance management analytics.  Many organizations spend considerable time collecting and reporting data; few will invest the time to extract valuable and actionable insights from the data.

· Report and communicate performance well.  The Learning Organization will have well-honed communication paths, to ensure the people who can benefit from this information receive it in time to act.

This is simply a very high-level view of the benefits of SPM.  
Individual Performance Management

Organizations cannot perform well unless their employees perform well.  A solid performance management structure is helpful for guiding employees and holding employees accountable for the quality of their work.  Traditionally, these systems link pay to performance.  In truth, pay is often the least effective motivator.  The quality of first-line management and the sense of making a difference offer much more powerful incentives to strive for excellence.

For the purposes of this report, the final key enabler for becoming a Learning Organization is Change Management.
Change Management

Mechanisms for Change Management help the organization implement the roles, responsibilities, structures, processes, and competencies of a Learning Organization.  These include:

· Decision-making structures:  these include roles and responsibilities, processes and procedures for evaluating needs for change and deciding which changes to implement.  

· Communication mechanisms: these help leaders at all levels to convey their desires for organizational change, and motivate change.

· Plans with specific actors:  implementation plans identify the “who, what, where, and when” for instituting change.

· Analytical tools (e.g., Systems Thinking) for analyzing cause and effect:  these tools help leaders and implementers establish a common view of the issues, and develop interventions.

This topic is covered in much greater detail in the Change Management chapter of this report.
The Learning Organization is a goal. Each organization that strives to become a Learning Organization should be rewarded for its efforts, and recognized as a “work in progress.”
Recommendations

1. The Federal KM Center will work with representatives of the Executive Agencies to develop a set of KM Competencies recommended for Federal government employees, and guidance for acquiring and sustaining them. 
a. These will be “individual level” and “group/team-level” competencies that promote knowledge sharing and use of technology, recognizing the parallel need to protect sensitive or classified information.  
b. It will examine each aspect of the employee life cycle, to determine how best to define KM Competency needs.  It will consider how positions are defined, recruited, and evaluated.
c. It will encourage the definition and development of KM competencies through a partnership among the KM leads, HR leads, and business management leads.  Most likely, the KM lead will spot the need for a competency, persuade business/line management, and look to HR to enable and incentivize it through various mechanisms, including:
1) Standard competency requirements for positions, to be used for recruiting and promoting employees.

2) Developmental opportunities that enable the workforce to learn these competencies.   Examples include:  mentoring programs, supervisory training, team building training, and “onboarding” opportunities, where the organization has the chance to teach a new employee its values, including willingness to share knowledge.  
3) Criteria for bonuses and other awards that explicitly target workers who demonstrate these competencies.
It will work with the Chief Human Capital Officer Council to institutionalize these competencies.
e. One product might be the development of a standardized eLearning module to introduce employees to core KM competencies expected of knowledge workers.  The Department of the Navy Chief Information Officer’s Information Literacy course offers an example of this type of module.  The module might include information on the types of knowledge sharing vehicles, and how best to leverage them.  It could consider the broad range of situations, to include social networking sites, email, teleconferencing, telephone, and face-to-face contact, and cover the policies for usage and etiquette conventions.  It could include guidance for Federal agencies on how best to integrate this with existing developmental opportunities.

d. The Federal KM Center will revisit rewards and incentives available to Federal workers.  It will highlight the mechanisms that may be the most useful in promoting knowledge sharing behaviors, and offer guidance on how best to leverage those vehicles.
2. The Federal KM Center will work with representatives of the Executive Agencies to identify the KM Competencies that apply at the organizational level.  It will examine existing policy and regulation to evaluate the degree to which they motivate Federal agencies to develop these Competencies.  It will work with the Chief Human Capital Officer Council to institutionalize these competencies.
3. The Federal KM Center will identify the best rewards available to Learning Organizations. It will consider well-respected recognition, like Baldridge/Presidential Quality Awards and Most Admired Knowledge Enterprise (MAKE).  It will publicize these opportunities among Federal agencies, and point them to resources that can help the agencies qualify for the awards.  It will include diagnostic tools for evaluating the extent to which an organization is a Learning Organization.

4. The Federal KM Center will facilitate the benchmarking of organizations that excel as Learning Organizations, with an emphasis on Federal government.  It will develop a set of metrics, in essence a “maturity model” that illustrates the extent to which an organization is a Learning Organization.  To that end, it will consider examining the Army Corps of Engineers.
5.  The Federal KM Center will revisit the disciplines associated with SPM, and Change Management, and recommend resources for implementation in a government agency.
6. The Federal KM Center will establish a strong Federal Government KM Community of Practice to enable knowledge sharing about KM in the Federal Government and to facilitate collaboration around KM within Federal Government Agencies.  It will build on capabilities of the Federal Knowledge Management Working Group (KMWG) and draw from its membership.
Until the Federal KM Center is established the KMWG will be asked to explore the prospects of transforming itself into a Community of Practice that embraces the disciplines of KM, the Learning Organization, SPM, and Change Management.
Conclusion and Next Steps 
Today’s Federal workers face stiff competition for their time and attention, while battling information overload.  The organizations in which they work struggle to identify and exploit the information necessary to manage performance, and permit them to adapt to changes in products and services, and in the resources necessary to produce them.  The concept of the Learning Organization continues to beckon.  However, Federal agencies will require significant assistance in becoming Learning Organizations.  A Federal KM Center can act as a significant aid to progress.  The next step is to find a willing sponsor to fund the Center.  In the meantime, the Federal sector would be well-served to leverage the existing resource of the KMWG.
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Select KM Practices


Best Practices systems


Expertise locator systems


After Action Reviews and other forms of debriefings


Case Studies and Storytelling


Communities of Practice 


Workshops and other forms of knowledge sharing events








From Khobar Towers 


to Pentagon Renovation





After terrorists bombed the Khobar Towers in Lebanon, the Corps sent a team to determine which aspects of the construction contributed to the loss of life. By studying what did not work well, Corps engineers were able to innovate solutions that were later incorporated as best practices into the initial stages of renovating the Pentagon.  That renovated side was attacked on September 11, 2001, and applying those solutions reduced the loss of life. Future renovations will continue to employ these best practices.





The national television show “60 Minutes II” featured this example of the Learning Organization in action…





Source:  U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (2003)
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