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FOREWORD



This book reflects a massive economic transformation in modern enterprise. No longer do huge capital facilities determine who wins and loses in competition. Managing intellect—knowledge-based assets and knowledge workers—has become the centerpiece for profitability in virtually all companies. Services—dominated by knowledge work—account for 79% of all employment and 74% of the value-added in U.S. Gross Domestic Product; 80% to 85% of all measured information technology (IT) investments are in services industries. Of the remaining 15% of IT investments, a large proportion supports “knowledge-based” work in manufacturing firms.


In a world where the economists’ land, labor, and capital no longer explain wealth generation, we need new concepts to capture and harness the forces of economic growth. Intellect, intelligence, ideas are the substance of production. The essence of management now involves systematizing, supporting, and motivating these ephemeral forces. The old “worker and manager” paradigm has been effectively demolished elsewhere. Bramer and Winslow create an Integrated Performance Support environment—consisting of a Librarian, Coach, Coordinator, Historian, and Assistant—as the new integrated management unit. But these are not just cute terms. The authors call on a rich array of practical cases and results to bring their ideas to life. This work will be a reference for all pragmatic managers.


Knowledge, and knowledge work, dominate the value chains of virtually all companies—whether in services or manufacturing. Knowledge work includes research and development, process design, product design, logistics, market research, marketing, advertising, sales, distribution, legal, public relations, accounting, personnel, finance, health care, and so on.


During the 1980s, a number of books and articles recorded a lack of growth in the productivity of the white collar workers in their activities despite the massive information technology investments supporting them. So serious was the disparity between investment and apparent output that it became known as the “productivity paradox.” Managers were often frustrated in their attempts to leverage their knowledge workers and intellectual assets with information technology. Although many books pointed to the benefits of IT use—that is, flatter organizations, more responsiveness, greater empowerment, and the capacity to manage highly dispersed systems—few offered useful insights on how to achieve these benefits effectively. FutureWork does just that.


Focusing on a “performance-centered workplace,” Bramer and Winslow provide practical insights and thorough examples to tell us how managers can convert the highly disaggregated and constantly changing jobs of knowledge workers into a truly effective enterprise. They concentrate on the fundamental level at which work is performed. But they extend their commentary into the rarefied atmosphere of strategy as well. They even lace the work with historic quotations and words of wisdom that offer a timelessness rarely achieved in management books.


They focus on achieving optimum performance, every time. And they recognize that only the customer can determine what optimum performance is. Wisely, they make customer satisfaction, worker satisfaction, and profitability the triad of goals toward which managers must guide white collar performance. Research shows that when these three goals are optimized simultaneously, firms achieve six to 10 times the benefits of those seeking more simplistic, short-term financial targets. In their system, the organization continues to learn and to build—as well-designed knowledge organizations do—exponentially on their past successes.


A critical insight is their attention to “Integrated Performance Support” to allow both the workers and technology to synchronize most effectively. Their approach moves beyond solving today’s problems to systems that can anticipate future performance needs and enable knowledge workers to handle challenging moments not yet anticipated. While consistent with current theories, this is no theoretical book. Nor is it a “how to” handbook designed for those looking for a quick fix. It consciously looks at “organizations in movement,” the full dynamics of building, supporting, and leveraging knowledge workers. The authors look at not just improving present work, but at what sort of work workers should be performing in the new knowledge age, or “Infocosm,” as they call it.


The book is energized by the knowledge and experience of Andersen Consulting. Andersen itself has been a leading innovator in linking and leveraging its own knowledge work through its AANET, stimulating and integrating 55,000 knowledge workers worldwide. The company has become a leader in both software and software management practices. Drawing on this rich resource, the authors go well beyond the popular concepts of “reengineering process” to the full dynamics of human-computer interaction. The computer becomes an extension of human capabilities—while the human extends machine capabilities in a symbiotic relationship to perform work that neither could perform alone. Symbols, metaphors, and zooming electronic lenses allow a new dimensionality for Integrated Performance Systems. Neither the knowledge worker nor the computer is a static system. Each starts with previously learned concepts and builds wholly new capabilities. This is the true power of Integrated Performance Support environments. The same concepts of interactive learning between knowledge workers and computers can extend to the interactiveness, changed symbols, and massive integration of complexity necessary to manage a modern refinery or distribution system. The entire approach of Bramer and Winslow anticipates and avoids resistance and builds a dynamic for future development.


This book is designed to use experience—not to replicate that experience, but to change the entire future dynamic of systems. If applied well, the book’s concepts should avoid the productivity crises many companies have experienced in moving to knowledge work. These concepts are a flow of fresh mountain air into a stale realm that has often been too narrowly confined by technicians, too rigidly constrained by how-to-do-it tacticians, or dealt with in the rarefied hyperbole of futuristic dreamers. This book spans all levels and is useful beyond them all. This is truly an “Integrated Performance Support” book, in itself.


James Brian Quinn


Buchanan Professor of Management,


The Amos Tuck School,


Dartmouth College


January 21, 1994





INTRODUCTION






INTRODUCTION



In 1911, a race car driver named Ray Harroun won the first running of the Indianapolis 500 auto race. Today, if we put his car on a freeway or autobahn, he would barely be able to keep pace: his average speed was not quite 75 miles per hour. This is the fate of all machines and technologies as they are shaped by the hands of human genius and innovation: they get better, faster, more powerful. Changes are rarely dramatic in any given year. If you look at the list of winning times in the Indianapolis 500 since 1911, for example, improvements are rarely more than a couple of miles per hour. But when you add together those incremental improvements, you end up with the jawdropping, 200 mph speeds of today’s cars.


The power of today’s information technologies is similarly awesome. Indeed, computer systems and related technology, particularly in the workplace, appear to be outstripping the capacity of human beings to use them efficiently. Here the analogy to the racing car is again fortuitous. The modern racing engine is so powerful that it frequently strains to the maximum the ability of other components of the car—its tires, metal structure, braking systems, and so forth—to keep up. Finally, in fact, the speed potential of the car is so great that ways must be found to keep that power under control so that a human being can even drive it safely.


In the world of computers, safety is not as direct an issue, but usability is. If we look at the history of information systems over the past few decades, we see that the hardware itself has often outstripped the ability of the software to keep up with its power. In turn, the software has often outstripped the ability of people to use that software effectively. Again, the changes have come incrementally. But adding up those incremental changes, we find that knowledge workers today are challenged more than ever before to perform at the levels necessary to propel their organizations to success.


In a relatively brief period of time, computers and telecommunications have radically altered our world, and they promise to alter it even more in the coming years. The cycle of innovation-change-improvement has taken place rapidly in the world of information technology, and the modern organization, the modern workplace, is where the bulk of these innovations are first tested. For better and for worse, the modern worker has been a participant in a grand experiment testing the effects of information technology on productivity, efficiency, and quality. The results of this experiment, surprisingly, have been mixed. When information systems have been introduced properly, with concurrent efforts to manage change in the organization, technology has done great things. It has enabled organizations to be more competitive, to do more in a shorter period of time. But for some organizations, the dramatic productivity improvements promised by information technology have eluded them.


 




KEY MESSAGES: INTRODUCTION


• The focus of today’s and tomorrow’s successful organization must be on workforce performance.


• Powerful emerging information technologies will have an impact on workforce performance only if they are designed from a human-centered point of view.


• Integrated Performance Support, or IPS, is a strategy that links technology with workforce performance and productivity, and thus with overall organizational performance.


• IPS contains three primary imperatives: (1) focus at the level of knowledge worker performance; (2) support that performance on demand, at point of need; (3) integrate the performance support facilities into every system available to a worker.


• An IPS strategy can help organizations meet today’s toughest marketplace challenges: time compression, tough standards for customer service, high-quality goods and services, worker proficiency and productivity, information overload, downsizing initiatives.


• An IPS strategy can also help organizations prepare for tomorrow’s marketplace challenges: new workforce demographics, the need to respond to radical change, the ability of knowledge workers and consumers to take advantage of new technologies..


• Above all, Integrated Performance Support anticipates the next phase of the world economy: the movement from an information economy to a knowledge economy. Here, the basic economic resource will not be capital, nor labor, nor natural resources, but rather knowledge.


• In the knowledge economy, productivity of knowledge workers is the primary performance imperative. Integrated Performance Support aims to achieve for knowledge workers what Frederick Taylor achieved for manual workers in the industrial economy.





 


We argue in this book that one of the reasons that productivity and efficiency have not always followed on the heels of technological innovation is that the innovation-change-improvement cycle has taken place at the level of the machines themselves. Efforts have been focused on making the machines faster, more powerful, and smarter. The results have been breathtaking, to be sure. Our point, however, is that unless those smart machines succeed in making an organization’s workers smarter, the real potential of the machines may never be realized. We want to talk about the way in which technology can be directed toward workforce performance; we want to reach the subject of technology by beginning first with the people, the emerging class of knowledge workers, who are to use that technology. This is a deceptively simple point, one that has exceedingly powerful ramifications. Indeed, as others talk today about reengineering the organization, reinventing the factory, redesigning business processes, we want to talk about reinventing the way we work: The manner in which we support the people within our organizations to perform at their highest levels so that the entire organization can perform at its highest level.


Technology, in particular the information technology that forms the infrastructure of the modern business organization, must do two things to fulfill its promise:


1. Support the work we do right now, helping us to perform at higher levels of proficiency, by giving us access to advice, tools, knowledge, and training at the place we need it, at the time we need it, and in the amount and strength we need.


2. Support the work we will do in the future by creating a knowledge infrastructure within our organizations that will help us learn and grow and change in line with market demands.


This dual perspective—support us now, and help us prepare for the future—is the focus of this book. FutureWork reflects knowledge gleaned from countless conversations with executives and line workers, from our brightest colleagues and from academicians, from years of experience helping organizations find the right technological mix to meet their needs, and from similar years helping organizations change to exploit the technology they have chosen.


The primary enabler, the catalyst that can help organizations meet both short-term and long-term needs, we call “Integrated Performance Support,”™ or “IPS”™ for short. IPS is not itself a technology or an information system, though powerful new information technologies and computing architectures are its key elements. Instead, IPS is best understood as a strategy with three primary imperatives:


1. Focus at the level of knowledge worker performance. First, Integrated Performance Support is founded on a particular orientation toward the work of an organization. It involves a focus at the most important level for a business: a focus on the performance of people doing their jobs at every moment. IPS says that it is no longer sufficient for information technology to help workers process transactions; technology must now support workers as they transact their business. This support enables workers to apply their knowledge and increase it as a natural by-product of working: knowledge workers doing knowledge work.


2. Support that performance on demand, at point of need. Second, IPS involves supporting (not controlling) worker performance with the knowledge firepower of the entire organization whenever and wherever a worker needs support. Embedded within the IPS concept are unique and powerful approaches to the design of information systems so that advice, tools, reference, and training are provided to a worker at his or her work location at the moment of need.


3. Integrate the performance support facilities. Finally, IPS involves integrating that performance support into every system available to a worker, particularly the information systems of the organization. Technologically, this means a quantum leap forward in application design. Today’s systems, for the most part, require the workforce to adapt to fit the needs of the system. With Integrated Performance Support we can construct systems that can themselves adapt to meet the needs of the workforce, continuously. With IPS we move beyond the conception of the employee as a “system user” to an employee who is a true “knowledge worker.” With IPS we move beyond systems that merely teach and inform to systems that can anticipate performance needs and coach workers through particularly challenging moments. With IPS we move from a “one size fits all” system to a true performance system that knows the profile of the particular worker, and that provides support tailorable to that individual’s work objective, background, ability level, preferences, and, indeed, the immediate task at hand. This task may never have been encountered before by the knowledge worker, but it must still be supported with knowledge and skill, and dispatched with speed and accuracy.


At a higher level than technology, however, the integrated nature of IPS means something much more important: it means that a focus on workforce performance and on performance support is integrated into the mindset of the organization. This mindset means that an organization is thinking both of today’s needs and of tomorrow’s.


 




WHAT IS INTEGRATED PERFORMANCE SUPPORT (IPS)?


Integrated Performance Support, or IPS, is both a high-level, organizational concept and a systems design strategy.


1. As a concept IPS allows organizations to focus their attention on worker performance, on the moment of value as performance occurs for each person in the organization, from the CEO on down to the frontline clerk. IPS gains much of its power by linking individual performance to overall organization performance.


2. As a systems design strategy, IPS enables organizations to build performance systems. Unlike traditional systems that are built to process transactions around specific business functions, performance systems are built to transact business across multiple business functions. A performance system provides integrated advice, tools, reference, and training to the worker on demand, at point of need. With a performance system, support can be tailored to meet the needs of workers based on their experience and proficiency levels.


The benefits of Integrated Performance Support: more satisfied workers; more productive and efficient workers; workers who take a fraction of the time to reach basic proficiency levels and then higher proficiency levels; workers who can exceed customer expectations because the support they require to respond to a customer’s needs is right there at the workstation; workers who, above all, meet or exceed the performance requirements of their jobs continuously. And the overall result: satisfied customers.





 


WANTED: PRESCRIPTIONS FOR THE WHOLE ORGANIZATION


One frequents the pages of business books to try to find an edge, that approach or theory that can make an organization more competitive and successful. Occasionally one may become frustrated at the bewildering variety of prescriptions provided. Are organizations supposed to concentrate at high strategic levels or at lower levels where new management techniques are frequently recommended? Are they supposed to look inside or outside their organizations for the answer? Are they supposed to take advantage of what is going well within their companies and only fix what’s not working, or are they supposed to scrap everything and try to start from scratch? As in the old parable of the blind men and the elephant,1 what is most often needed is an understanding of the whole elephant: everyone seeks an understanding of the whole organization—the whole business, or industry, or government entity. It’s interesting to note in this light that the word “whole” is related to the word “health.” Those who practice a “wholistic” approach to medicine, for example, argue that health is not traceable to any one particular aspect of the body, but is rather founded on the optimum workings of all elements, physiological and psychological. So it is with organizations. A bottom-line mentality does not begin to capture the fullness of what we mean; indeed, financial health is only possible when a higher state of wholeness or health is achieved.


The healthy organization runs smoothly. It is alert and responsible; it is always learning. Its internal synapses fire away efficiently, ensuring that communication occurs at all times, and that stimuli are processed and understood. External events may threaten it, and may even enter into the organization, but internal mechanisms exist that ward off harmful effects, or that ensure that a healthy state is achieved again quickly. The healthy organization renews itself each day: it changes, grows, and evolves.


Here we find again the perspective that says we must attend to today’s needs as well as anticipate tomorrow’s. Sometimes, like a human body, an organization may be sick; it may need prescriptions that can heal it quickly, that can overcome problems occurring right now. But neither organizations nor humans can go on for very long merely solving problems that come along; the problems will begin to overwhelm them. At some point, they need to ask what they need to do to stay healthy. As we age, change, and grow, what regimen must we follow to remain vigorous and vital?


The analogy to a healthy body is fortuitous here for one or more reason. No one can really measure the health of a person only at rest. We have to see that person in movement, as well—at work or at recreation, as part of a family or some other human network. So it is with organizations. We want to look at organizations in movement, which is to say, organizations at work. As one looks around at organizations at work, one can usually see what succeeds and what doesn’t, organizations that are winning and others that are losing their competitive edge. There are no “miracle diet pills,” no magic elixirs to regain that edge overnight. Integrated Performance Support represents, however, a powerful new way of thinking about the work that an organization and its people do, and a method by which technology can better support and empower the workforce to perform at its highest levels.



MEETING TODAY’S PERFORMANCE CHALLENGES


What is your organization’s greatest internal asset? The right answer: the people who work for your organization. But the workplace and today’s market pressures place great demands on that asset today. Here are some of the most important imperatives facing workers today:


1. Provide higher-quality goods and services. Quality programs are omnipresent today, as organizations are increasingly finding that quality goods and services are the key to long-term survival in the marketplace. But some companies say the right things about quality without simultaneously giving their employees the means or incentives to improve the quality of their performance.


2. Serve customers better. Excellence in serving customers has become another key to success in this decade. But ask yourself these questions: when you talk today to, let us say, a customer service representative, how positive are you that you’ve gotten the right answer? If you call back and talk to a different representative, do you think you’ll get the same answer? As products and services have become more complex, many workers are becoming overwhelmed by the amount of information they must know or have access to in order to serve customers adequately.


3. Perform tasks right the first time. The demands placed on organizations because of time compression and quality standards dictate that workers be given the support to do things right the first time, rather than reach high performance levels slowly, over time.


 




TODAY’S TOP TEN WORKFORCE PERFORMANCE CHALLENGES


1. Provide higher-quality goods and services.


2. Serve customers more quickly and efficiently.


3. Perform tasks right the first time.


4. Perform a broader, more complex range of tasks.


5. Reduce costs of supervision and quality control.


6. Manage significant and continuous change in policies and processes.


7. Reach proficient performance levels quickly and then maintain them.


8. Be proficient in multiple product/service areas.


9. Maintain productivity with a smaller workforce.


10. Cope with the information deluge.





 


4. Perform a broader, more complex range of tasks. The time when organizations could have many categories of worker, each becoming an expert in one area or small number of areas, is over. Workers must have diverse skills to perform diverse tasks.


5. Reduce costs of supervision and quality control. Employee-to-supervisor ratios are rising steeply. Workers must be given the power and the support to be self-motivated and self-directing.


6. Cope with continuous change. The pace of change in the marketplace continues to rise. Organizations must provide their workers with the means to assimilate change, or the entire organization will suffer.


7. Attain proficiency quickly, and sustain it continuously. On-going employee education and training are crucial to the success of an organization. Or at least that’s what most people would say. But how effective is that training? Is it pertinent and timely? What percentage of workers within your organization receive it? Does your training occur as a separate event that takes your workers away from the place where the work is actually done? Is it linked effectively to their actual job tasks? How much do you suppose your workers remember and apply from that intensive and expensive training program they attended as they started their jobs? What programs do you have in place so that your workers at all levels are challenged to exhibit sustained proficiency and continuous improvement? Have you looked lately at the time it takes to get your workers to proficient performance levels? And then have you compared that figure to your average turnover rate? In some cases, organizations are losing employees faster than they can get them to proficiency.


8. Be proficient in multiple products/service areas. To stay competitive, organizations must expand their product and service offerings. Workers are thus challenged to stay abreast of these changes, and to have sufficient knowledge of them in order to serve customers optimally.


9. Maintain productivity with a smaller workforce. Layoffs continue to soar around the world. By mid-1993, permanent job reductions announced by companies in the United States alone had totaled nearly 400,000.2 Organizations are getting smaller. Sometimes they have to reduce workforce numbers in order to survive; there are too many in the lifeboat. But will there be enough left behind to navigate and row the boat to safety? Other organizations are moving to leaner and flatter structures in order to improve efficiency. But leaner does not necessarily mean better-performing. How many organizations are coupling downsizing movements with efforts toward changing the work and empowering the workers who remain behind? Statistics are showing that some organizations that downsized during the 1980s did more poorly than competitors who maintained their workforce numbers.3 The reason: the workers who were left behind after the downsizing movement got buried by the avalanche of work that remained—the un-reengineered work, so to speak. Asking fewer people to do more work the old way is not exactly the best way to make lasting improvements in company performance.


10. Cope with the information deluge. The same workers who must cope with fewer colleagues and with more complex products and services to sell also face a bewildering onslaught of information from external sources. The mind reels at the figures: the amount of available information doubles every five years, we are told;4 the average weekday edition of the New York Times contains more information than the average person in the sixteenth century encountered in an entire lifetime.5 Information technology was supposed to take care of this, wasn’t it? In fact, the amazing technological developments of the past decade or so have only intensified the problem as more information has been made available to the workforce. The line between working and living is blurring. In a global economy, with today’s telecommunications capabilities, one could mix working and living twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Intense? Frightening? Perhaps. Computer systems make access to information easier than ever, but they don’t tell our workers what to do with that information. At the rate that information is increasing, the system’s ability to support the worker is not keeping up. Occasionally, a worst-case scenario occurs for today’s knowledge workers: as information continued to deluge them, they simply ignore it.


Information technology has tried to address these performance challenges from its beginnings. But we believe that a machine-oriented point of view has reached the limits of its ability to help workers perform their jobs. To this point, an inadequate amount of attention has been paid to the knowledge worker; insufficient focus has been placed on the individual, the person, the workforce. Organizations developed the processes, automated them with new technology, and then “trained” the users a week before system conversion. At one time, this worked well enough. But as the workplace has become increasingly complex, the gap between what organizations want technology to do and what it really is doing, and the gap between optimal workforce performance and actual performance, have become deep and difficult chasms to bridge. Our work is dynamic and multidimensional; a machine-oriented approach to technology has resulted in systems that have been static and onedimensional. We have ended up with organizations whose workers are systems users, not knowledge workers or system-enabled service workers.


Over the past few years, promising work from a number of different, though related, fields has been coming together to produce an approach to information technology that has the potential to revolutionize the workplace. The field of artificial intelligence began to develop so-called “knowledge-based” approaches to systems, creating systems with the ability to provide advice to a worker. The field of instructional design discovered the benefits of using computers to rework the approach to workforce training; it became apparent that training could now be delivered to workers at the point of need, at the moment of need, rather than taking them away to some separate classroom. And the field of systems design began to be influenced by thinkers advocating “user-centered” design—an approach that begins with the performance needs of workers, not with system functionality. These fields and a number of others are converging on what is now most frequently called “performance support.” Here a variety of acronyms compete for attention: PSS, for performance support systems; EPSS, for electronic performance support systems. Our choice, Integrated Performance Support, is intended to connote the fact that we cannot begin with systems; we can only end there. The larger issue is the orientation toward performance, and with supporting that performance every moment of the day.


By whatever acronym, the initial thinking behind performance support was to give workers, at the moment they need it, a range of support resources, including:


• an “advisor” who would provide advice via expert systems and knowledge-based systems


• an “assistant” who would provide tools and on-line help


• a “librarian” who would make available a variety of reference and information databases


• a “teacher” who would provide computer-based training6


But it is crucial that this approach to systems technology fulfill its promise. One of the reasons why we felt there was a need for a book such as this was our concern that the idea of “performance support” was about to be buried under limited and limiting misconceptions. As we have worked with and listened to others explain performance support, we have noted a tendency to equate it merely with the instructional design viewpoint and to see it as just a new approach to training workers; others are speaking of performance support merely from the systems design perspective, calling it just the next generation of online help. When one looks behind the claims of some so-called performance support systems today, one often finds little more than a few modules of computer-based training and some context-sensitive help—that is, help that is linked to the action being done within a system application. Such systems do not necessarily solve the greater problem: technology and an approach to systems design that resolutely continues to treat workers merely as system users. Unless organizations can move beyond the system-centered orientation to a performance-centered orientation—to the idea of supporting workers at work—they will not reach the root of today’s performance imperative.


What is that performance imperative? We believe it is knowledge worker and service worker productivity. These types of workers account for anywhere from 75% to 80% of the workforce in developed countries today, up from around 30% only forty years ago. As Peter Drucker writes, the productivity of these workers, not of those who make and move things, is the productivity of a developed economy.7 The key today is to achieve the same breakthrough in knowledge worker productivity that people like Frederick Taylor achieved in manual work in the industrial economy. We believe that Integrated Performance Support is one of the keys to dramatic growth in the productivity of knowledge workers, and service workers, as well, in the knowledge economy.


It is important, then, to place the specific parts of performance support—training, help, systems design, expert systems, and so forth—in the greater context of the new way of working that Integrated Performance Support facilitates for knowledge workers. Think of it in this way: at the time of its invention, the automobile could have been considered just another, and better, mode of transportation. It got you from point A to point B faster and more efficiently than a horse and buggy. But in fact, the automobile radically altered the world. It made distant locations accessible and permitted easier movement and travel. It affected the way cities and towns developed. It affected economies and created a whole new economic infrastructure as people no longer depended on nearby providers of goods and services. We could use the example of computers themselves to make the same point. The original conception of these machines is embedded in their name: they were simply more efficient machines for computing, and some early analysts forecast that the entire world would never need more than a couple of them. We know what happened instead.


In much the same way, the new potential of information systems—of what we call “performance systems”—dramatically alters the way we should think about our work, simply because we can think about it differently. Suppose that technology has evolved to the point where it almost fades into the background—where it no longer dominates the stage but rather helps the real actors, the real performers, do their work. What if executives can begin with the simple but powerful question of what sort of work their workers should be performing. Suppose further that technology is now sophisticated enough to support work even when particular performance challenges are not known until the instant that the work must be done. If this is indeed a real possibility, then it must radically alter the manner in which all of us create organizations, go about business, and bring about change within our organizations. This book says that we can do this—that we can use state-of-the-market thinking and technology in order to meet state-of-the-market performance challenges organizations face today.


 




WHAT IS A “KNOWLEDGE WORKER”?


Since it was coined by Peter Drucker, the term “knowledge worker” has meant different things to different people. We know that Integrated Performance Support is geared primarily toward support for knowledge workers. But what are they, exactly?


Our working definition has been that a knowledge worker is “someone who interprets and applies information to create and provide value-adding solutions, and to make informed recommendations.”


The definition intentionally does not attempt to place knowledge workers at any particular level in an organization, or in any particular industry. It is certainly incorrect, for example, to equate “knowledge worker” with “white collar worker.” As a survey of the performance systems and prototypes in this book will quickly reveal, these systems support customer service representatives, workers who inspect water pipes, sales representatives, jet engine mechanics, consulting professionals, commercial lenders, service station owners, window salespersons, leasing agents, and venture capitalists. If you are reading this book you are probably a knowledge worker.


If our definition seems puzzling, perhaps it would help to contrast it with a definition of a “service worker.” A service worker would be someone who interprets and applies information to complete assigned tasks correctly, and to make informed decisions. The creation of value-adding solutions is a crucial role for a knowledge worker, rather than simply completing an assignment from a supervisor. Making recommendations, instead of just making decisions, is also a crucial differentiator.


In any case, “knowledge worker” can sometimes be a rather cumbersome term to use frequently in a text. Hence, we use the simple term “worker” to refer to this new, important category of people in the knowledge economy.





 



MEETING TOMORROW’S PERFORMANCE CHALLENGES


But this book also says something else. It says that Integrated Performance Support has the ability to prepare organizations for the challenges that they will be facing tomorrow:


• the need to make information systems easily accessible to customers, as certain processes are transferred directly to the consumer; and the need to make these systems easily usable by a workforce with varying abilities;


• the need to change quickly, to be resilient in the face of new technological and strategic developments, something that will require new methods of ensuring that change can be rapidly welcomed and absorbed throughout all levels of the organization;


• the need to ensure that knowledge can be captured, stored, and shared across an organization so that its knowledge base can grow;


• the need to support workers as organizations and people throughout the world find their environment changed by the coming universal networks, which will link nations and the world together into what we are calling the “Infocosm”;


• an economy that will change in unpredictable ways as we enter the mature phase of the information economy, as services (rather than products) increasingly dominate the global economy, and as knowledge becomes the new means of production over capital and land.


We live not only at the turn of the century but of the millennium. The numbering of the years is a human invention, of course—a convenience. As we move inexorably toward the year 2000, no odometer in the sky will record it. Nature will not notice, nor will those cultures that do not follow the calendar of Western industrialized nations.8 But for the rest of us, 2000 seems to beckon, seems to call for a response—of hope, fear, exhortation, prediction. We want to believe that something is ending, and that something new and hopeful is beginning. What would that something be?


The presumptions of the twentieth century—about society, education, nation-states, economics, families, business—are called into question almost every day. We have watched political boundaries change and nations vanish by both peaceful and bloodthirsty manners. In his book The Work of Nations, Robert Reich predicts the end of the nation-state as any useful economic reality in the global economy. There will be no such thing as an “American” economy, a “German” industry, a “Japanese” product. (It is already clear, by tracking Direct Overseas Investment figures, that multinational corporations exert more financial influence than nations do in their collective foreign aid programs.) The very notion of a nation may change to one defined by logical boundaries and electronic communications more than by physical and geographical locations. As our alliances, partners, and competitors are increasingly located all over the globe, the work of nations will become the work of the world.


And what will that work be? Increasingly, the answer being given is that knowledge will be the basis of the work of the world. Peter Drucker argues that the world has crossed another great divide—has witnessed another transformation, and the creation of what Drucker calls the “post-capitalist” society. In this society, says Drucker, the “basic economic resource—the ‘means of production,’ to use the economist’s term—is no longer capital, nor natural resources (the economist’s ‘land’), nor ‘labor.’ It is and will be knowledge.” Wealth-creating activities will not be labor, or the allocation of capital to productive uses, but rather the application of knowledge to work. “The leading social groups of the knowledge society will be ‘knowledge workers’—knowledge executives who know how to allocate capital to productive use. … The economic challenge of the post-capitalist society will therefore be the productivity of knowledge work and the knowledge worker.”9 In the words of the subtitle of this book, the challenge is to put knowledge to work in the knowledge economy.


We find these predictions about the place of knowledge—of learning and of intellect—echoed in seminal business analyses everywhere.


• “Intellectual and service activities now occupy the critical spots in most companies’ value chains—regardless of whether the company is in the services or the manufacturing sector” (James Brian Quinn, Intelligent Enterprise).10


• “The control of knowledge is the crux of tomorrow’s worldwide struggle for power in every human institution” (Alvin Toffler, Powershift).11


• “In [the next decade], the newest and lowest-level employee will be expected to know more about the company that employs him or her than many middle managers and most supervisors knew about the company they worked for in the 1970s and 1980s” (Boyett and Conn, Workplace 2000).12


• “Success in the new economy is predicated on the ability to understand and utilize a loosely connected set of economic and social processes, including the following: scientific inquiry, invention, innovation, dissemination, networking, investment, commercialization, cumulative learning” (Anthony Patrick Carnevale, America and the New Economy).13


• “In the future, economic success will be determined not by the products a nation produces, but by its ability to organize and channel the information it possesses. … In the information age, the key [to wealth] is intellectual capital—knowledge and ideas.”14


An attention to knowledge as the source of real economic activity has made its way into economic schools of thought, as well. Influential research is now being conducted by economist Paul Romer, for example, into what he calls the “economics of ideas.” Romer holds that ideas are “the major engines of growth in the wealth of nations,” and his goal is to move that notion to the core of economic theory. “Instead of just capital and labor and raw materials producing output, it is the ideas themselves and the economic incentives that lead to their creation and diffusion that are the fundamental determinants of economic well-being.”15


One of the chief supporters of research into the knowledge economy is the Royal Bank of Canada. Chairman and CEO Allan Taylor notes: “We must understand that ideas, innovation, inventions, and entrepreneurship—supported by appropriate education and training—are the real engines of growth. … Renewed and sustained economic growth means investing in knowledge in the same way we have invested in machines. Investment spurs knowledge. Knowledge spurs investment.”16


But what will companies be doing in the new knowledge economy? What will our workers be doing? What is the relationship between knowledge and workers? The most important differences between your organization today and your organization in ten years will not be found primarily in the products you make, the services you provide, or the equipment you use. The most important differences will be in the manner in which your employees will be working: the level of responsibility they will have, and the ability and support they must be given to generate new applications, products, and services from knowledge—to effectively employ knowledge as a means of production.


The technological and philosophical architecture resulting from Integrated Performance Support—the architecture that will allow organizations to meet today’s performance challenges—will become the knowledge infrastructure that will permit knowledge workers to generate new products and services, to develop new realms of knowledge, and to discover new ways to create and grow businesses. Some are calling such an organization a “learning organization,” but we want to up the ante here. Integrated Performance Support can create environments in which learning leads to productivity, innovation, and profit. We want more than organizations that can learn; we want organizations that can grow: that can effectively employ the results of learning to business success.


INTEGRATED PERFORMANCE SUPPORT CASE STUDIES


This is a practical book. Its emphasis is on people actually doing their work; we talk not only about theories, but about real on-the-job performance. We believe that the primary obstacles to business success today are problems related to doing, to performing, and that Integrated Performance Support offers a revolutionary breakthrough in the manner that we facilitate excellence in workforce performance. However powerful the ideas and concepts are at the heart of Integrated Performance Support, they are worthless unless they are able to be practically implemented in real-life business situations today. Thus virtually every chapter of this book builds upon actual companies and actual information systems designed with the Integrated Performance Support concept. Because these systems—which we call “performance systems”—are so new, many are still in the prototype stage, under consideration by companies as the basis for a fully implemented system.


Here are some examples of the cases discussed in this book.


• At McCaw Cellular Communications in Kirkland, Washington, and Rogers Cantel Mobile Communications in Toronto, Canada, customer service representatives work on-line at their workstations with new customers. The system coaches workers through the process and automatically performs a credit check on the customer. Total time for the process has been reduced from two hours to fifteen minutes.


• At Andersen Windows in Bayport, Minnesota, customers building or remodeling a home can work with a sales representative at a computer system and can design the window construction in real time. An image of the customer’s home is created, and different window configurations can be manipulated so customers can see immediately how their choices will look. When final decisions have been made, the system generates and places the parts orders and construction orders.


• At a major aircraft engine manufacturing company in the United States, airline mechanics who must repair jet engines work with handheld computers, to which they download diagnostic information from a jet returning from a test flight. Based upon this information, the prototype performance system advises the mechanic about the most likely reason for the engine fault, helps the mechanic isolate the problem, locates the necessary parts, and coaches the mechanic through the repair. During times when the mechanic would previously have been idle, the system can conduct multimedia training sessions, allowing the mechanic to practice repairs by actually manipulating graphical representations of engines at the computer workstation.


• At Connecticut Natural Gas in Hartford, Connecticut, new customer information systems presented a number of challenges to workers. Using the existing mainframe system, the new applications would mean that customer service representatives who previously used about 30 different computer screens would now use around 250 screens. This increased functionality presented a number of usability challenges. Without expensive investment in new hardware, Connecticut Natural Gas was able to build Integrated Performance Support functions into the system to permit workers to access the screens in a natural and intuitive manner, easing navigation through the system, and allowing workers to serve customers more quickly and efficiently.


• At North West Water, a large water and waste water organization in the United Kingdom, an Integrated Performance Support research project included the development of a prototype performance system called “Learning Manager.” The system promises to deliver training in a powerful way to help workers cope with major process restructuring. Major new information systems are being developed within the company, and increased demands will be placed on workers to continue to provide high levels of customer service, even as they learn new jobs and new skills. With the prototype performance system, the entire workflow for tasks is presented to the worker, and supporting services—a Librarian, a Coach, a Coordinator, an Historian, and an Assistant—provide support for the completion of those tasks.


• Customer service representatives for Bell Atlantic were asked to become more sales-oriented as a result of strategic efforts to increase focus on customer satisfaction. In this new performance situation, increased demands were placed upon the representatives to keep up with product and service information. The answer for the company was a performance system that provided workers with supporting information and advice at their workstations. Based upon certain criteria entered into the system by the worker during a phone interview with a customer or potential customer, the system recommends the most appropriate product or service. The performance system has enabled workers to achieve impressive sales increases.


Although many of the performance systems and prototypes discussed later in detail are for U.S. companies, the Integrated Performance Support phenomenon is truly international. We have already mentioned the system in prototype stage in the United Kingdom. Other systems are currently in development in Canada, Sweden, Japan, Italy, Australia, and the Netherlands, to name just a few.


ONWARD TO A HUMAN-CENTERED TECHNOLOGICAL FUTURE


In his latest book, Donald A. Norman quotes the motto of the 1933 Chicago World’s Fair: “Science Finds, Industry Applies, Man Conforms.”17 The motto is, in fact, a perfectly accurate summary of the prevailing attitudes toward science and technology that have endured for several hundred years. What we now call science was primarily a European invention of the sixteenth and, especially, the seventeenth centuries. One important analysis of the rise of modern science notes that science sprang from the belief, inherited from the late Middle Ages, that the avenue to truth was through an analysis of the nature of things, “which would thereby determine how things acted and functioned.”18 As scientific rationalism increased, and as observation, experimentation, and classification took over, the natural world for the first time came to appear ordered: it followed rules and immutable laws. There was nothing mystical or uncertain about nature, or about our methods for observing it.


As humans gained understanding about the natural world, they were also able to imitate some of its power, to harness energy in order to manipulate the natural world. It was a momentous development for humankind—one with both wondrous and unfortunate consequences. Science and technology have always had unintended consequences. During the European Renaissance, for example, the demand for wood by both the iron industry and the shipbuilding industry virtually decimated the natural forests of much of Europe. The industrial revolution of the late eighteenth century utterly transformed economies from a rural, agricultural focus to a town-centered, factory focus.


Above all, the rise of science and technology has been fueled by the belief that the chaotic and messy lives of real human beings will and must be brought under control by the marvelous order and power of machines. Only now are we able to see that control has also been the vain attempt of some developments in information technology. Again: science finds, industry applies, man conforms. Norman offers his own rewriting of this motto, one with which we concur: people propose, science studies, technology conforms.19 Such thinking represents a truly human-centered approach to technology. It says that technology has no worth except as it supports the work of human beings and enriches their lives. Beneath the abstruse technology of computer systems and technical architectures, beneath the concepts and ideas of Integrated Performance Support is this great truth: technology must help us work better, learn better, and live better. If it does not, then all of us will have failed. Then we will be forced to admit that the machines we work with are more important than the people who work with the machines.





PART ONE

Basic Issues in Integrated Performance Support






CHAPTER 1

THE PERFORMANCE-CENTERED ENTERPRISE



What is the secret to business success and where is it to be found? Most organizations, whether they realize it or not, are prone to look outside for the answer: to new technologies, new people, new management techniques. But consider an ancient story: the gods are conspiring from on high about what to do about the wretched humans below them. The divines have in their possession the secret to human happiness, and it’s important to them that humans never discover it, lest they try to become like gods. They are arguing about where to hide the secret. “Let’s bury it deep beneath the sea,” one of the gods says. “No,” replies another, “for humans will learn to explore the oceans and they may find it one day.” “Let’s bury it on the highest mountain, then.” “No,” comes the same voice, “for surely they will also learn to scale even the tallest of the mountains of the earth.” Several other suggestions are made and discarded until one of the gods comes upon the answer. “I know: we will hide it deep within their hearts, for that surely will be one place they will never look.”


Where are business profitability, quality, efficiency, and productivity buried? The fact that we do not have an answer to that question is clear from the endless stream of prescriptive analyses of businesses and of the economy. Organizations and their executives are on a constant quest for the best way to be competitive, productive, efficient, cost-effective, profitable—successful. Some answers seem profound, but are vague and difficult to implement. Other answers are, mercifully, short-lived. Few of us, we suspect, would want to live again through that period in the 1980s when executives were reading about ancient Samurai sword fighting and Attila the Hun leadership secrets in an effort to be more competitive.


Most recently, information technology has been seen as a powerful way to increase productivity, efficiency, and quality. Knowledge will be the new capital of the twenty-first century, many now predict, and those who control knowledge will have the power and wealth that comes with it. Information technology, then, must be the answer, right? Well, yes and no. Yes, in that the world now is too complex, too competitive for organizations to be successful without powerful technological enablers. But no, as well, because the technological answer will truly work only if executives begin, as in the story of the buried secret, inside their organizations. The answer, so we argue, begins with the work itself—with real employees performing their work, and with supporting those employees and helping them perform optimally in the face of a complex technological and competitive environment. Anthony Patrick Carnevale has insightfully noted that the expansion of technology’s role in the workplace has meant that new skill requirements have come into play. As technical complexity has increased, a job has demanded from a worker a greater depth of skills; as the job’s scope of action has expanded, the job has required greater breadth of skills. To move beyond the workstation, the worker needs greater interpersonal and organizational skills; to cope with change and the demands of today’s marketplace, the worker needs enhanced learning and problem-solving skills.1


 




KEY MESSAGES: CHAPTER 1


• Organizations today increasingly find their knowledge workers falling into the performance “gap”: a disparity between ideal and actual performance.


• The key to avoiding the performance gap is to become a “performance-centered enterprise.”


• The success of every organization is founded ultimately on the effective performance by workers at “moments of value”: moments when they are deciding, doing, acting.


• “Performance” should not mean just doing something: it should mean doing something well. Performance is “an action or process accomplished with precision and completeness.”


• Optimum performance depends on the answers to two question: (1) Can the individual do it? (2) Will the individual do it?


• Integrated Performance Support ensures that the answers to both questions will be affirmative. IPS-based systems, or “performance systems,” provide advice, tools, reference, and training where and when they are needed to support the performance of knowledge workers in real time.





 


We are at the end of one phase of information technology in the workplace, the phase that looked at workforce challenges and said, “Here’s a system; do it this way and you’ll be more productive.” We believe that the end of this era can be seen in the mounting evidence that something seems to be wrong with the way in which workers are performing their jobs. The wording of that sentence is important. We might have said, for instance, that something is wrong with the workers themselves, or that something is wrong with the work that our workers are accomplishing. These problems, if real, are only subsets of the larger problem: something is wrong with the way workers are performing their jobs.


The problem is not limited to any particular industry, or to any particular part of the world. The inability of organizations today to understand the problem of working has several different roots. One is in the natural human tendency to ignore or rationalize problems, or to try to blame someone or something else for what is happening. If workers aren’t being productive, or if quality is lacking, or if employee turnover is high, it’s a social or environmental problem, right? Or it’s because of the school system, or television, or the breakdown of the nuclear family. Another root of the problem is in the natural tendency to seek high-level, single-focus solutions: strategic planning, business process reengineering, new technologies, and system architectures. All of these are important, certainly. But we also have to move out of the war room and into the trenches. We must look at the obstacles faced every day by workers from the full range of abilities and skill levels of the workforce—from less committed and less talented workers all the way up to those who are committed and able.


Consider the following scenarios and what they have in common:


• Customer service representatives for a utility company are about to be trained to use two brand-new information systems. In their old manner of working, they used about 30 screens to do their jobs. With the new systems, they will use about 250 screens, each of which has to be accessed by a different four-digit code. “I’ve been working here twenty-five years,” one representative says. “I’ve never had to use this many screens before. Do I have the same job, now? What am I supposed to be doing?”


• An assistant in a doctor’s office is trying to help a patient with her bill. How should she pay? Should she pay before leaving and have the insurance company reimburse her, or will her company pay the doctor directly? It depends on whether her deductible has been satisfied, but the assistant has no way of checking on that. Is a copayment required? Does the policy cover the procedure she just had performed? Will the medications prescribed to her interact negatively with her other prescriptions? I’ll have to check with the insurance company, the assistant tells the patient. I’ll have to check with the pharmacist, I’ll have to ask the doctor, I’ll have to ask. …


• A customer service representative for a phone company has been charged with being more than a typical service representative. She is being asked to sell her company’s entire range of products and services to her customers, based upon their current profiles and anticipated needs. During a single phone call, she must now be able to diagnose a wide range of problems, as well as match that customer’s needs to a list of over 60 possible service and product enhancement options. “It’s not the new responsibility I mind,” one representative says. “It’s the fact that there’s simply too much product information to remember, especially when we get changes to them every month.”


• The president of a bank in Spain is examining two reports that have crossed his desk the same day. One report, from the head of Teller Services, explains that 70% of all turnover for his bank’s tellers occurs in the first eight months after they are hired. The other report, from the director of human resources, notes that the time it takes a new teller to get proficient at the job is around nine months. With a grimace, the president now sees the cold statistical truth that he is losing tellers faster than he can develop them. At their next meeting, he asks his staff to consider which came first: is the time to proficiency period long because of employee turnover, or is employee turnover happening because it takes too long to become proficient?


• Like many in the defense industry today, contractors are having to make do with fewer employees and with fewer levels of management. But the planes still have to be maintained, tested, and repaired. The experience of one jet engine mechanic is typical: a plane has encountered some problems in flight. Back in the hangar, the mechanic looks at a print-out of diagnostic readings from the airplane. It has been several months since he has worked on this particular type of engine; he must sift through the print-out, locate the problem, and make the repair. The plane is scheduled for another test flight in several hours.


These scenarios are linked in several ways. In each case, the problem is not that management has been unclear about their expectations, or that the particular job tasks are vague. Nor is the problem that employees are not satisfied with or committed to their jobs. The problem, rather, is that there are built-in barriers in the way of working that are preventing workers from doing their jobs well. Their information systems or the manner in which they are trained may no longer be aligned with the demands of their work. They may face increasing demands for customer service or be forced to cope with an overload of information or a time-compressed working environment. These are not strategic problems, or technological ones. These are performance problems.


One well-known model by which to speak of performance in organizations today is the one proposed by Geary Rummler and Alan Brache in Improving Performance: How to Manage the White Space on the Organization Chart. Rummler and Brache describe three levels of deploying performance measures in an organization. One level is the people, those who are performing and being directed by a set of performance measures. A second level is the process, the series of activities that provide a product or service. A third level is the organization, which encompasses the performance at the other two levels.2 Organizations must have performance measures at all three levels.3 Our point, however, is that performance at the people level is the one type of performance that one can actually see happening. At any given moment of the day, customers will not care much about organizational and process performance. They will care a great deal, however, about the performance of people, so it is crucial to ensure that there is adequate support at each of those performance moments.


Are your people performing optimally, or have they fallen into what some have called the performance “gap,”4 the disparity between ideal and real performance? Here are some phrases you may hear from those who have fallen into that gap: “I’m sorry, I’m new here; I’ll have to ask my supervisor.” “We don’t handle that in this department; I’ll have to transfer you.” “Let me get back to you.” “Please hold.” The key to avoiding the performance gap for your workers is to become a “performance-centered workplace.”


A PERFORMANCE-CENTERED WORKPLACE


No one could deny that this is a time of unprecedented change—politically, culturally, technologically, and economically. But we believe that successful organizations will be those that look beyond this change and see continuity; those that realize that the key to success has been, and always will be, the performance of the people who make up the organization. From this perspective, organizations can never change at their most fundamental level, as long as they are comprised of human beings.


We need, somehow, to be constantly reminded that the success of every organization centers ultimately on the effective performance of its workforce, from the CEO to the front-line clerk. More precisely, success is founded upon the effective performance at those moments when workers are deciding, doing, acting. We can call those moments “moments of value.” Our colleague Rudy Puryear speaks of those moments of value as the times when the consumer and the provider come together, and the provider delivers value to the consumer.5 Our use of the term opens it up to a broader realm. A moment of optimal performance by a worker is a moment of value. Each worker performs his or her job by moving from task to task, from moment to moment, from one moment of value to another. Far below the rarefied air of strategic thinking, underneath the advancements of technology and the challenges of regulation and competition, is where the real work of an organization takes place. Synergy is said to occur when the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. But the fact is, there wouldn’t be a whole without those parts: the accumulation of multiple moments of value.


Few organizations are oriented in this way. If one looks back at the scenarios we presented earlier in this chapter, for example, each boils down to the performance of an important task, the task of the moment. But sometimes it is easy to rationalize and slide over performance that may be below par for a given task. After all, it’s only one task. Or there may be a tendency to give in and just accept the fact that a certain degree of poor performance is inevitable. But suboptimal performances eventually add up for the organization as a whole. If truth be known, people rationalize or accept suboptimal performance more than they think, and it may be costing them big money.


But let us suppose that organizations can overcome their tendency to rationalize and accept suboptimal performance. Let’s suppose that everyone can see the problem. Now what? The key here is not merely being able to recognize unacceptable performance levels. The key, rather, is being able to enable competent performance. Supporting and enabling competent performance at every moment of value for today’s knowledge workers is the breakthrough of Integrated Performance Support.


WHAT IS PERFORMANCE?


What do we mean by “performance”? Like many concepts, it is easy to use in ordinary speech, but difficult to pin down precisely. (“If you do not ask me what time is, I know,” wrote Augustine. “If you ask me, I do not know.”6) The word comes to us already slightly watered down. “To perform” most often means simply “to do” something. A worker performs a task, an automobile performs well, a surgeon performs an operation. But the word has not always been so bland and neutral. Its original meaning, now almost lost, was “to carry through to completion; to complete or finish or perfect an action or product or process.” Some traces of that meaning remain in the English language. For example, we speak of a symphony concert as a musical performance, and the musicians as performers. By that we mean that the music has been practiced and that a level of expertise has been achieved. The concert is a perfected action, something done thoroughly, competently, and completely.


Organizations must reclaim this understanding of performance: an action or process accomplished with precision and completeness. The goal today cannot be just doing things better; it must be doing the right things right, 100% of the time. But organizations, not focused properly on the moment of value, either do not see or too easily overlook those moments when performance does not match expectations. The consequences of poor performance moments are not always clear or are not always immediately apparent, but eventually, they add up. The late U.S. Senator Everett Dirksen once made a similar point about the government budget. “A billion dollars,” he said, “isn’t all that much money. But you take a billion here, and a billion there, and pretty soon you’re talking real money.” So it is with performance. One customer who gets bad service over the telephone, or one part poorly made on the assembly line, won’t sink your business. But put several disgruntled customers together, several inferior parts, and pretty soon you’re talking real, bottom-line problems. True excellence in the next century will partly depend on being best in class at “delighting” the customer. Mere satisfaction will not be enough; the goal is to have customers delighted with the service rendered by a company. This notion of delight is the natural outcome of an orientation toward performance—work that is accomplished with precision and done correctly the first time.


 




WHAT IS PERFORMANCE?


In the context of the workforce, performance is work that is accomplished with precision, to completion, and done correctly the first time.


[image: image]


Courtesy of Chicago Symphony Orchestra. Photograph by Jim Steere.


Performance is not just doing something; it’s doing it well. Some of this meaning of the word can still be seen in the sense in which we think of a musical or theater performance: it’s an accomplished piece of work, done to the full capabilities of the people involved.





 


Achieving optimum performance is a complex matter, as evidenced in the performance model7 shown in the accompanying figure. The first question to consider in empowering workers to attain and sustain optimum performance is: “Can the individual perform the necessary tasks?” This question primarily involves matters of ability: the aptitude, knowledge, and skills of the workforce. The second question, however, relates to motivation as well: “Will the individual perform the necessary tasks?” Here an organization must concentrate on issues of the needs, values, and attitudes of the workforce. The third component of the performance model, context (or environment), spans both performance questions. An organization’s self-understanding, its technology, and its processes should, first, ensure that adequate support is provided to the worker to ensure optimum performance. This is, of course, one of the breakthroughs of Integrated Performance Support. Another breakthrough, however, is in becoming a performance-centered workplace, an organization fundamentally oriented toward the moments of value of each individual worker. One cannot overestimate the motivational value of that orientation. The employees of a performance-centered enterprise are more satisfied, more fulfilled. Ingvar Petursson, CIO of McCaw Cellular Communications, notes that employee satisfaction is an important benefit of Integrated Performance Support. “Employees feel frustrated when they do not have supporting resources available to them when they need them. That frustration increases as they get into a more dynamic and fast-changing environment. And frustration leads inevitably to dissatisfaction.”


A MODEL FOR HUMAN PERFORMANCE


[image: image]



TECHNOLOGY THAT SUPPORTS PERFORMANCE


The workplace has grown too complex for organizations to expect their workers to perform without technological support. But in turn, the technology has developed to the point where we must be far more cognizant than we have been about the kinds of support we provide. As we move to the next phase of information technology in the workplace, there will be a new starting point: not, “Here’s a system, do it this way,” but rather, “What are your performance needs? What do you want to do? Now, here’s a system that will anticipate needs and coach workers toward their performance goals.” Technology can be the powerful enabler to organizations that it promised it would be. It can, that is, if it is properly oriented toward the real performance needs of the workforce. It can if technology conforms to the needs of humans, not the other way around. Here is the sort of technology we mean:


Consider a system that gives a worker a more wholistic picture of the work to be done. Almost every task to be performed should be available within the worker’s field of vision. Part of making this happen is to provide a basic interface—the primary screen that the worker sees—that makes the system intuitively understandable to the worker. No blinking cursors waiting for complex keystrokes, no memorized codes taking them into green-on-black computer screens full of poorly structured and overwhelming data. Workers could interact with this system naturally: in addition to the keyboard, they could talk to it, or gesture and point, or write.


But the interface is only part of what gives the worker a whole picture of the work to be performed. Everything within this system is designed from a performance-centered point of view. Every feature and function is designed to facilitate what workers actually need to do. This worker is a real person at work, not a “user” using a system.


The system “knows” this worker, or at least recognizes the class or type of worker. It knows the person’s skills inventory, training history, job responsibilities, career path, and authority level. The system also recognizes that this is a dynamic individual. He or she changes over time: changes jobs, learns new things, gains new competencies. The system knows about the work that this person does. It contains a “knowledge base” (not a database), which holds job tasks, work flows, and performance standards. It knows what the critical success factors and key performance indicators are for each job or role and can track these, helping the organization ensure that they are constantly aligned with larger objectives. The processes and functions that accomplish strategic objectives can be linked, by working models and measurement criteria, with the strategic objectives they support.


Most important, this system contains powerful support features that are integrated within the application environment the person uses and are made available to the worker seamlessly under a common interface. These are available at point of need, either at the request of the worker or provided directly by the system. The support features include:


• Advice. Coaching provided by the system at particularly important moments in the work flow. This, too, may be requested by the worker or initiated by the system. Advice may include case descriptions of how experts and coworkers have resolved similar situations; it may also include diagnostic support, decision modeling, and suggestions on how to proceed with the support from other support services.


• Tools. A set of integrated and customized job aids for such things as project management, document creation, computation, and communication are available to automate or simplify routine tasks.


• Reference. Job-relevant information from an organization’s internal knowledge base and/or from external sources.


• Training. Tutoring, examples, and practice that are delivered on demand, often interspersed with actual job assignments, and organized into task-specific chunks, or “granules.” Workers “learn by doing,” rather than having to remember information delivered as a separate training event, away from the job.


All of the support that the system provides is linked by a steering mechanism, which monitors and directs the workings of the integrated system. The system is not passive, not a tool, but a proactive operating resource representing the work to the worker and providing the support necessary to ensure that the work can be accomplished. In fact, the system has become so powerful that the workers can concentrate once again on doing their jobs, not just on using the system.


The result of this performance support environment? More satisfied workers. More productive and efficient workers. Workers who take a fraction of the time to reach basic proficiency levels and then higher proficiency levels; workers who can exceed customer expectations because the support they require to respond to a customer’s needs is right there at their workstations. Workers who, above all, meet or exceed the performance requirements of their jobs continuously. And the overall result: satisfied customers.


We have described here not just a new technology, but a new approach to using technology. Ultimately it is a new way of working, a way we are calling “FutureWork.” This way of working is not far off in the future; indeed, as the saying goes, “the future is now.” Instead, FutureWork here implies that this is the way in which productive knowledge and service workers of the future will be working. We call the system that enables this way of working a “performance system,” and the concept driving the system is called “Integrated Performance Support™,” or “IPS” for short. The goal of IPS is to orient organizations toward the moments of value of their workers’ performance and then to deliver a seamless and customized range of services to support and enable the performance of those workers.


Integrated Performance Support is not a system; neither is it a technology. More accurately, IPS is a particular orientation that organizations must have—a special kind of self-understanding. We are not after a system-centered workplace or a technology-centered workplace. What we’re after is a performance-centered workplace.
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