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From Policy to Action: The Miracle Mile
by Dr. Alex Bennet


Policy is often seen by senior management as a tool to influence (read this as “control”) the workforce and as guidelines for keeping people out of trouble. From the workers’ perspective, policy is often viewed as difficult to interpret, inconsistent and having rules that may be broken by leadership while limiting and constraining the workforce. All good intentions aside, policy often results in a constriction of employee behavior that forces the informal network to bypass protocol—or choose the most convenient policy—to get the job done. 
During stable times, policies, when they are consistent, enhance organizational performance by increasing efficiency and reinforcing the culture. But during times of change, when flexibility and adaptability are needed at the point of action, things are different. Policy by its very nature is based on an historic moment in time, blessed by a chain of command usually sitting far from where the work gets done. This policy is then issued to redefine the way work gets done.
We all know what happens next. Workers throughout the organization jump through hoops trying to figure out how to get their job done consistent with this new policy, often confused, grumbling, scared, thinking about why the change will fail and how to protect their jobs when it does fail. And after the chaos settles down, stability sets in and not much has really changed except perhaps the perception of change. 

Changing large organizations is hard, almost impossible. Our experience in the past says so. Literature in both the academic and popular presses say so. And in the current age of knowledge workers and knowledge value propositions entangled with rapid change, high uncertainty and growing complexity, real, planned and controlled change may seem a miracle … particularly if it results in the right changes where the action really takes place, on the front lines of the organization. Remember, EVERY person in the organization IS on the front lines because the performance of the organization is defined by the actions taken that day BY EVERY SINGLE INDIVIDUAL WITHIN THE ORGANIZATION.
So how can we get from policy to action? And how do we get changes embedded for the long term?  In a CUCA environment—change, uncertainty, complexity and anxiety—these two sides of policy (action and sustainability) go together. To survive CUCA an organization must continuously adapt to, and take advantage of, its environment. To successfully do this, the organization’s people must continuously learn, collaborate, be creative and sense and respond quickly to local changes, opportunities and threats. This requires energy, innovation, a high morale and a positive attitude toward their organization. None of these factors can be created by fiat; knowledge workers must WANT to possess them. This is the concise, simple and lethal answer to the bureaucratic and control-oriented organization. Strong policies, limiting controls, rules and regulations simply repress the greatest source of high performance: the worker, their competence and their initiative. Yet a common understanding of direction and sense of cohesion are necessary for any organization to succeed, and policy offers the opportunity to develop those. In our changing and complex world, the major question then becomes: How do we write and implement policies that guide actions at all levels (providing an understanding of direction and sense of cohesion) but not limiting, restricting or stifling initiative and collaboration?  

First, we must recognize that change takes place one worker at a time. If the workforce does not—or will not—change, then the organization has not really changed. Today we understand that policy makers are organizational change agents, individuals responsible for developing and communicating policies that create environments within which workers are empowered to naturally change and optimize their performance. Second, we must acknowledge that in a knowledge world the worker at the point of action knows their work and workplace better than senior management. Policies serve as guidelines for action and collaboration, inducing patterns of communication, behavior and actions that result in a connectedness of choices
 throughout the organization. These are the cohesive policies that balance corporate direction and employee empowerment, both critical for any quick response, adaptable organization. 
The highest-level policies deal with the direction of the organization.  Classical strategic planning can at best serve as a dream path in a random world. Given that strategies and plans are good learning vehicles, as is often said in warfighting, When the fighting starts the plans are shelved. What IS essential is the direction, the cone of possibilities that senior management feels represent the mission and purpose of the organization. Policies can and should illuminate and energize workers to move within that cone, while simultaneously giving them the freedom and resources to maneuver locally to adapt to uncertainty and surprises. 

For organizations to perform well in an unpredictable marketplace, they must have some basic characteristics that enable them to survive and sustain performance. Bennet and Bennet
 have proposed the Intelligent Complex Adaptive System as representative of such organizations. While the details of these characteristics are beyond the scope of this paper, we note that the role of policy is to create and nurture the desired organizational characteristics, as distinct from dealing directly with the products of the organization. To create an organization that can be truly adaptable to its environment, its infrastructure (designed to support the workforce) must be flexible enough to adapt to changing market needs. 
As an example, if continuous learning is to be taken seriously by workers, policies encouraging, permitting and providing opportunities for learning and change at all levels need to be written, communicated and lived. This means the recognition by senior leaders that continuous learning necessitates sacrificing efficiency for effectiveness in terms of dollars and time. Such thinking and actions have historically made corporate managers uneasy.  

In the above example policy impacts short-term performance for long-term sustainability—but only if the actions are consistent with the policy. So, how do we turn policy into action?  Clearly the end objective is to have workers knowledgeably decide what action is best to meet their individual responsibilities within the policy guidelines. For this to happen, workers must (1) be aware of the policy, (2) understand its meaning and intent, (3) believe it is the right thing to do, (4) feel good about it (unthreatening and motivating), and, finally, (5) believe that they have the resources, authority and backing to take action. Admittedly, this is a big task. 
THE DON CHANGE STRATEGY

Let’s look at the U.S. Department of the Navy and the implementation of Knowledge Management throughout its 700,000 plus workforce.
 Since change is situational and time-dependent, the change process for an organization seeking to become an intelligent complex adaptive system must engage every individual in the organization as well as external partners. Since organizational networks of people and knowledge have become more and more interconnected and more and more complex as the world has become more global, the larger an organization the more a self-organizing change strategy must come into play. And the means of that strategy serve as an example of the richness and effectiveness of the end state, the desired approach for how future work gets done.
Change itself is an emergent characteristic; it is a product of combining, integrating, and correlating elements of the change strategy with the organization’s direction, objectives, structure, culture, and leadership. The Department of Navy change strategy can be viewed in terms of orchestrating and implementing 12 specific elements:  creating a shared vision; building the business case; demonstrating leadership commitment; facilitating a common understanding; setting limits; sharing new ideas, words, and behaviors; identifying the strategic approach; developing the infrastructure; measuring and incentivizing; providing tools; promoting learning; and visioning an even greater future.
 While each of these elements out of necessity encompassed literally dozens of initiatives, a few highlights are included below:
Create a shared vision:  The DON journey toward becoming a knowledge-centric organization began with development of the IM/IT Strategic Plan. The plan was developed over a six-month period by hundreds of people who represented the different organizations and functional areas of the Department, and who worked at every level of the enterprise. The Plan included what were called “Path Finders,” success stories from the field. Over a hundred stories were submitted during the development cycle. Not only did this process identify innovations underway, but it facilitated ownership of the plan, and encouraged organizations to understand and begin implementation of the plan prior to its distribution. By the time the Plan was submitted to Congress, it has been staffed through the Secretariat, Chief of Naval Operations and Commandant of the Marine Corps. The Department was aligned, senior leadership was committed, and implementation has already begun.

Build the business case:  The starting point for the DON was the Naval mission. Information and knowledge have been critical to both the prevention and success of war since the beginning of man. In the fall of 1999, senior military and civilian personnel met at the U.S. Naval Academy for an intensive six days focused on what KM could contribute to the Sailors and Marines on the front lines, and how the Department could ensure knowledge superiority.

Through this strategy Knowledge Management was effectively married to an aggressive IM/IT program, providing the value that links effective information technology and information management to the people who use that information. This focus on people has been holistic, ranging from the creation of theory and building of shared understanding to the development of infrastructure to support individual and organizational learning. Enterprise-level leadership ranges from promulgating guidance and policy, to providing tools, to rewarding success. Effectively, this complex change strategy has encouraged the natural progression of KM across the Department and across the U.S. government, contributing to the cultural change essential to take full advantage of the opportunities offered by KM, and facilitating a connectedness of choices through the sharing of new thought in a fully aware and conscious process.  This group of senior leaders (policy-makers) framed the challenge in this way:
More than any other nation, more than any other Navy, and more than ever before, we rely on the creativity, ingenuity, and intellect of our people. As we cross the threshold of the Information Age, we intend to realize this awesome potential in every corner of our Navy, by every person, as a highly interactive total team. Transcending even our current advantage in physical firepower, our Navy will be alive with the fire of shared understanding. We will do this because we must for our Navy’s relevance and readiness in this new era. No foe, present or future, will match our knowledge or our ability to apply it. Indeed, just as forward presence has become a way of life for us, so too will knowledge superiority become a Navy way of life.
The realization of the value of KM to Naval warfighters at every level—from sailors to civil servants to ship’s captains to flag and senior executives—coupled with the historically-given culture and respect for teamwork and unity, quickly validated the business case for KM. 


Demonstrate leadership commitment:  By the end of the Knowledge Superiority Workshop, champions were rapidly emerging across the Department. An early champion was the Commander of the Pacific Fleet, a four-start admiral out on the front lines. As he began to demonstrate and communicate his KM successes, other leaders recognized the potential value to their organizations. Quotes from these early champions were shared through presentations, video cameos captures for wide distribution via Internet and computer disks, and the language of KM began to creep into everyday conversation. In 2000 and 2001 the DON held Knowledge Fairs, enterprise-wide events focused on knowledge sharing hosted by the Secretary of the Navy with personal invitations to senior leadership (uniform and civilian) across the Department. Virtual tools were developed from these events and distributed worldwide. These included video clips from each exhibitor, coupled with text and graphic presentations, and candid remarks captured from dozens of senior leaders who attended the events.  


Facilitate a common understanding:  Words and visuals are the tools of trade for facilitating common understanding. Early DON models addressed those areas needing the greatest clarity. These were used consistently and continuously throughout the system and extensively embedded into reference materials. 


Set limits:  All of the models promulgated across the Department limit the field of the possible in order to focus on a concept, facilitate a deeper understanding of that concept, and provide a mechanism for communicating that concept. We also set limits (provide focus) through developing and refining descriptions and definitions. The DON worked with the Federal CIO Council to focus on what KM meant to the Federal government. The results of this partnering were a clearer understanding of the role of the Chief Knowledge Officer in the U.S. government, and definition of the 14 learning objectives for a government KM certification course. These learning objectives in essence define the scope of KM for the Federal government as seen at that time.

Share new ideas, words, and behaviors:  Thinking in new ways demands new words, or putting old words together in new ways, to communicate that thinking; and those new words (or combinations of old words) drive new behaviors. In like manner, new behaviors drive new thinking and new words. These concepts were at the heart of an aggressive communications strategy. Examples of this were the introduction of clustering and clumping
 concepts and the word verication.


Identify the strategic approach:  The DON developed a distributed approach to the implementation of KM, encouraging and building on the many champions emerging throughout the system, and using a network of change agents. At the secretariat level, implementation was built on a systems model that addressed decision-making capability at the individual, organizational and enterprise levels. At the individual level this meant new ways of thinking such as systems thinking itself, a diagnostic methodology for understanding and assessing cause-and-effect relationships and identifying leverage points, enabling a clearly perception of the full patterns of change and structure of systems to better comprehend their behavior and make appropriate responses. Today we would add complexity thinking to that formula.

At the organizational level, the DON addressed the systems themselves, developing a toolkit to facilitate development of knowledge centric organizations. An example of the systems that emerged is the Stennis Battle Group Project Collaboration at Sea, establishment of a classified Battle Group collaboration environment as a repository of the current tactical picture, forming the basis for an expansive implementation of KM that included development of the knowledge-centric concept of operations. This project was emulated across the Atlantic and Pacific Fleets and continues in an expanded form today.  Enterprise-level implementation was viewed in terms of connectivity and flow, and included developing a framework for an enterprise taxonomy integrated with data management and interoperability metadata standards. This approach also meant sponsoring and supporting the emergence of communities of practice and interest focused around knowledge areas core to the Department’s mission.

Measure and Incentivize:  Since metrics are a critical part of DON culture, it was necessary to begin to figure out how to measure for the future, using metrics as part of the change strategy.  Engaging the cross-enterprise community focused on implementation of KM, DON developed a metrics guide for knowledge management initiatives from the perspectives of outcome metrics (concerning the overall organization and measuring large-scale characteristics such as increased productivity or revenue for the enterprise); output metrics (measuring project level characteristics such as the effectiveness of lessons learned information to capturing new business); and system metrics (monitoring the usefulness and responsiveness of the supporting technology tools). 

The Secretary of the Navy established awards to recognize those teams who were increasing effectiveness and achieving efficacies through knowledge sharing. These included awards ranging from the “Outstanding Knowledge Expert System” presented to Virtual Naval Hospital for its delivery of expert medical information to the “Operationalizing KM Concepts” award presented to the Navy War College Global War Game KM/IT Team for implementing processes to exploit and distribution information and share knowledge that dramatically improved decision-making.  Awards and successes were broadly communicated.

Provide tools:  Buckminster Fuller once said that if you want to change a culture, provide tools. The DON approach to change recognizes the truth of this statement. As guidance and policy was issued, tools provided approaches to and resources for accomplishing that guidance. These toolkits were published on compact discs and made freely available to all government, academia, and industry support organizations, with the understanding that change in a complex organization must be validated externally while driven internally. Forward-thinking and forward-movement in other government organizations, and by our industry partners, supports and promotes DON forward thinking. 

Toolkits were developed by teams pulled from across the enterprise, and examples were distributed across functional and operational areas. These virtual resources, which have been distributed by the tens of thousands, include: The Knowledge Centric Organization toolkit, the Workforce resource, a compendium of eBusiness and KM systems (extending the sharing begun at each Knowledge Fair world-wide), the Community of Practice toolkit, the Information Literacy toolkit, and the Learning in a Virtual World toolkit.


Vision an even greater future:  The place from which we act and respond, our point of reference, is reflective of the bureaucratic model upon which our organizational structure were grounded. As a groundswell of change is created our point of reference also changes. To ensure the process of continuous improvement, new ideas and new thoughts need to come into focus and enlarge the future vision. This, of course, is the role played by new management movements. What is critical for future success is an organization’s ability to take the best of each new focus area, determine fit, and integrate that best into the organization in a way that makes sense. 

In the complex world in which we live, there is no lack of new ideas, new management approaches, and assuredly each approach offers potential value. What is difficult is to achieve the balance between recognizing and sustaining that which is good in an organization, embedding that which has been determined valuable and is currently being implemented, and embracing the value offered by new management approaches. What is balance? What are the potential gains and losses from this approach? How do we facilitate the gains and mitigate the losses? Finally, since a complex organization cannot be controlled in the classical meaning of the term—nor should it be—how do we ensure that value, as it emerges, is shared across the organization?

In the Department of Navy, KM has been effectively married to an aggressive IM/IT program, providing the value that links effective information technology and information management to the people who use that information. This focus on people has been holistic, ranging from the creation of theory and building of shared understanding to the development of infrastructure to support individual and organizational learning. Enterprise-level leadership ranges from promulgating guidance and policy, to providing tools, to rewarding success. Today, looking back at this eight-year journey, we can see that  this complex change strategy has encouraged the natural progression of KM across the Department and across the U.S. government, contributing to the cultural change essential to take full advantage of the opportunities offer by KM, and facilitating a connectedness of choices through the sharing of new thought in a fully aware and conscious process … with passion … and with the profound belief that Knowledge Management for everyone is not only worthwhile, it is in fact a way of living
.
� Alex Bennet, co-founder of Mountain Quest Institute, is the former Chief Knowledge Officer and Deputy CIO of the U.S. Department of the Navy and co-chair of the Federal Knowledge Management Working Group. The Institute is dedicated to working with individuals, groups and organizations to achieve growth, understanding and sustainable performance in a time of accelerating change, increasing uncertainty and growing complexity.


� A connected of choices means that decisions made at all levels of the organization, while different, are clearly based not only on a clear direction for the future, but made in a cohesive fashion based on an understanding of both why that direction is desirable and the role that individual decisions play with respect to immediate objectives and their support of the shared vision. At the top level, a continuous increase of knowledge and sharing based on a common direction of the organization and a common set of beliefs and values is the theoretical force behind the change strategy.


� Bennet, Alex and David Bennet (2004). Organizational Survival in the New World: The Intelligent Complex Adaptive System. Burlington, MA: Elsevier.


� “This month’s cover story details what can confidently be described as the most comprehensive and far-reaching knowledge-management initiative ever attempted anywhere in the world … KM has … become a fundamental aspect of the way the U.S. Department of the Navy operates … From the highest to the lowest ranks, from the corridors of  Washington, D.C. to the front line of military engagement, there is a prevailing understanding that knowledge, and by extension knowledge management, is everyone’s business. Lelic, Simon. “Editor’s letter” and “The Art of War: Empowering Front-Line Decision Making” in Inside Knowledge (Volume 8, Issue 8, May 2005).


� A fuller treatment of this strategy with examples is in Chapter 11 of Bennet & Bennet (2004), Chapter 53 of Holsapple, C. W. (ed) (2003). Handbook on Knowledge Management 2: Knowledge Directions. New York: Springer-Verlag, and Chapter 9 of Porter, D., A. Bennet, R. Turner & D. Wennergren (eds.) (2002). The Power of Team: The Making of a CIO. Washington, D.C.: DON CIO.


� Knowledge superiority means achieving sustainable competitive advantage over our adversaries by dramatically enhancing knowledge of the battlespace. Knowledge superiority, building on the integration and interoperability of the Navy’s warfighters, means real-time access to the knowledge required by commanders to accelerate the decision-making process, improve decision quality and maneuver to effectively “lock-out” a foe’s intended actions. Today knowledge superiority is the second plank in the Defense maritime strategy, right beside the rigor of forward presence so important for the past 30 years.


� Clustering and clumping define different ways to access data and information. Clustering is how data and information are usually organized, brining together those things that are similar or related. This way of organizing is driven by the data and information itself. Clumping is organizing data and information driven by the decisions that need to be made. The ramifications of this new way of thinking are extensive.


� Verication is the process of consulting a trusted ally. When we do not have explicit evidence to verify the correctness of a decision (verification), or when we questions the explicit evidence because of a “gut” feeling and confirm our feeling by seeking an opinion from someone who has recognized knowledge or experience in this area, we are vericating the decision, i.e., grounding your decision through implicit knowledge. 


� “… it is doubtful that KM would have had the impact it has without the sustained commitment and unwavering passion of the figures at its helm. In this sense, the DON story is no different from those unfolding in organizations of every type and size all over the world: the success of any knowledge management project depends on passion; on the profound belief that KM [for everyone] is not only worthwhile, it is in fact a way of living.” Lelic, Simon. “Editor’s letter” and “The Art of War: Empowering Front-Line Decision Making” in Inside Knowledge (Volume 8, Issue 8, May 2005). 
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