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Putting Learning to Work
Information and learning now flow horizontally through society at a phenomenal clip, and as they flow, so does their inevitable traveling partner - change.
The most significant aspect of how the world has changed - is the way it is changing.  For much of recent human experience, change occurred along a fairly predictable curve.  There were occasional meteor hits, volcanoes, earthquakes and plagues.  But those events didn't represent change as much as they represented the dramatic sledgehammer of fate.  For the most part, things stayed the same for very long periods of time and change occurred at a steady rate.

Beginning in the 15th century, the rate of change started to quicken.  Explorations were launched.  The printing press was developed.  Electricity was tamed.  Wars of mass destruction ignited.  Great factories arose and from them commercial empires exploded.  Medicine, after centuries of living in the world of religion and witchcraft, started to really have an effect by applying the scientific method.

As the relatively smooth and predictable curve of change started to accelerate, the ride became wilder.  There was less distance between the crests of the waves and the troughs got much deeper.

But something else has happened, not only has change continued to accelerate - those waves getting closer together and deeper - they've gone erratic and moved outside the range of the predictable - in some instances, outside the range of the imaginable.

Learning accelerates change, change necessitates more learning which further accelerates change and around we go.  It's a dynamic put into play when ancient man told the first story.  It accelerated when the pictograms went up on the cave wall, picked up steam when monks began to hand letter books.  It did a vertical lift-off when Guttenberg invented the printing press.  Then it moved into the stratosphere with radio and television.  It went into orbit when Jobs and Wozniak introduced their computer for the masses.

Learning leverages the environment in exponential fashion.  It's a thousand large rocks thrown in the pond at once - creating great rocking surges and waves in collision.  What is the central throbbing force in this tidal wave of learning and change?  It's information facilitated by technological connections.  We've undergone a revolutionary democratization of information.

Learning eventually began to blow through the doors of money and privilege.  I can remember driving through the panhandle of Florida 30 years ago and seeing a shack that looked to be abandoned, but had sticking out its roof a television antenna.  Information and learning now flow horizontally through society at a phenomenal clip and as they flow, so does their inevitable traveling partner - change.

The democratization of information has opened the doors of change wide.  People have learned how gangs kill in L.A.  How drugs are sold in Chicago.  They've also learned what it's like to live in a robust democratic society, how the universe works, how whales migrate, how Shakespeare shaped his times.  They've learned that a wall, any wall, can be brought down.  And they've learned what one person standing defiantly in front of a Chinese tank looks like.

But with this torrent of information, how come organizations don't seem to learn very fast and why are they so resistant to change?  Why do we suffer from such profound organizational learning disabilities?

To get to that question, take a trip back in history to the birth of the Industrial Revolution and with it the growth of the management revolution.  Before the Industrial Revolution, there were cottage industries.  Whole businesses took place in those cottages.  All the processes were inside four walls and usually under the control of one person or family - a whole string of tasks necessary to create value was self‑contained and connected.

What the industrial revolution did was "disaggregate" those tasks and eventually put them into departments.  Of course those departments needed managers.  There were many semi-literate workers and not many well educated professionals, so decisions were pushed up and something very important and very fundamental happened - a line, thick and impervious, was drawn between "those who think" and "those who do."

In fact, the entire hierarchical management structure was built upon the premise that managers were necessary to "check, monitor and control."  Managers were felt to have a broader vision because workers weren't asked to see things whole.  An environment that encourages people not to think can clearly have a deadening effect on organizational learning.

The establishment of departments created "functional silos."  How does work get done in most organizations?  Well, we "toss things over the wall."  Marketing tosses it over the wall to Engineering.  Engineering tosses it over the wall to Sales.  And then Sales tosses it over the wall to the customer.  Who too often tosses it back and says, "I don't need this thing."

Of course walls exist in abundance in hospitals.  The patient arrives in admitting, then gets tossed over the wall to the lab, then is tossed over the wall to radiology and to surgery and so on.

Running a relay is different than sprinting a 100 meter race.  You've got to handoff in a relay.  Handoffs are dangerous because you can have a bad one, or worse still, you can drop a baton.  The whole race can come down to - not the speed of each runner but to just how good those handoffs are.  Lots of problems emerge as the result of the functional handoffs including:

· The organization develops tunnel vision.

· Narrow department goals are substituted for process.

· Delays and errors become inevitable.

· Accountability blurs.

· Things fall between the cracks.

· And worst of all, information doesn't flow well horizontally, if at all, - so organizational learning is thwarted.

How do we deal with these problems?  In a way, we put a bunch of people out on the track to run along side the relay team to pick up the batons if and when they drop.

We create redundant functions, thickened bureaucracy, organizational policemen and rising costs.  It's what I call "bubble gumming" - it gets wrapped around and stuck to everything so the organization can barely move let alone learn.

The height of organizational hierarchies gets in the way too.  Information doesn't flow well horizontally.  And it often doesn't flow well up and down either.  It fights its way up the incline like a spawning salmon.  Then, if it gets to the upper stretches, it may flow horizontally but often only at the insistence of the CEO (or the first common boss it reaches) then back down some other functional silo it goes.

The result is a lot like that old game where someone on one side of the room tells a story and then it gets retold all the way around the room.  By the time it finishes the circuit, it often bears only a slight resemblance to what it started out as.  That's what happens to information as it flows up and down.  And that contributes significantly to organizational learning disabilities.

Separation of thinkers and doers, functional silos and tall hierarchies put distance between key decision makers and customers and they divorce workers at all levels from the joy of their labor - a satisfied customer.  You can't get close to patients and be responsive to their needs buried in a conference room or submerged in a functional silo.

It's been said that one of Detroit's great failures was its immense myopia.  After all, if you ride to work every morning in a chauffeur-driven Cadillac, park in a garage filled with other GM cars and live in a neighborhood filled with equally isolated executives, your perspective is likely to become somewhat limited after awhile.  This can happen to any organization that spends too much time in its own box.

It's worth remembering kings had court jesters not only for entertainment but to mock the King's advisors because as every wise King knew, most, and sometimes all, of his advisors were likely to tell him exactly what he wanted to hear.

There is a notion that all learning comes from application; that through "doing" a cycle of learning is set off.  This phenomenon is sometimes called the "learning curve" and it is often related to volume.  So as volume goes up, so does learning with costs dropping as a result.  The fallacy in all notions related to "application-based learning" is that the ultimate impact of "doing" may be distant in time and space.  In other words, how can you learn from application if you don't see the results for two or three years or the results occur outside your frame of reference?

So how do you overcome the considerable barriers to organizational learning?

Put thinking and decisions where the work is.  Remove the line between thinking and doing.  Self-managing teams got their start in the coal mines of Yorkshire a half century ago.  The Gaines pet food plant in Topeka has been largely self-managing for decades under multiple owners.  Because it always placed first in labor productivity, a long line of wise executives left it alone.

Give people ownership of whole processes not functions or departments.  The challenge of leadership is to help people see things whole.  Every business has just five or six key processes.  Those processes should define the organization chart and show clear alignment with mission and vision.

Put information and technology in the hands of those who can use it.  Information is the kindling for learning.  Those who use the information should process it and apply it.  A natural evolution of the democratization of information will be the democratization of processing it (particularly as computer and telecommunication technology continue to merge to become ever cheaper and friendly).

Put cross functional teams in place.  Throw everybody into the same pot even if it results in some overlapping of effort.  Redundancy forces dialogue and spreads information.  More importantly, it generates a variety of perspectives.

Flatten the organization out.  Get it down to three or four levels (and increase the number of reporting relationships each manager is responsible for).  Reducing the height of hierarchy is a good protection against meddling and creates a strong incentive to hire good people.

Define a mutuality of purpose and intent.  This is the guts of what it means to be a team.  There has to be a shared sense of purpose, direction and self‑interest.

Put everybody in regular and direct contact with patients.  It's popular these days to talk about leading the customer.  But you can't lead them unless you understand them.

Beat the box by getting out of it on a regular basis.  At Matsushita Electric Company, a product development team once found itself frustrated in its attempts to build a new home bread making machine.  They couldn't get the dough to knead correctly.  Since the Osaka International Hotel had a reputation for producing the best bread in town, one employee decided to train with the hotel's head baker.  She discovered that the answer was in the way the baker stretched the dough.  Smart managers who want to learn more about distribution would be wise to look at Wal-Mart.  Those interested in building a world class dealer network could benefit from walking through a Lexus dealership. 

Practice a "willing suspension of disbelief."  You've got to be willing to throw conventional wisdom out the window.  Incremental improvement of the conventional only yields an improved convention.  It won't yield a breakthrough.

Put your money where your mouth is.  Despite all the talk about creating learning organizations, it's pretty hard to find one.  If you want people to value learning and bring it to bear, you've got to invest in pathways to learning and reward it.  Although new clinical techniques require learning, it's a different kind of learning than what's most needed in hospitals today.  What's needed most today is "process and systems learning."  Such learning requires commitments of leadership, time and money.

Encourage and institutionalize longevity.  When I once undertook a study of ten of the nation's most successful hospitals, a consistent theme emerged, longevity of management.  You can't deal with what Peter Drucker calls the "futurity of current decisions" if the people who made the current decisions aren't around in the future.  You can only learn as an organization if people are around long enough to constitute an organizational memory.

Why do organizations commit to learning?  So they can stay relevant in the face of constant change, relevant to their external environment, relevant within their organizations.  Relevance is always running away at the speed of change.  The only sustainable advantage is to learn at a faster clip than the rate of change.



What Does a Learning Organization Look Like?

In 1950, Toyota was building 2,685 cars per year.  By way of comparison, Ford was building 7,000 cars a day.

Kiichiro Toyoda, the company's founder, and an engineer by the name of Taiichi Ohno decided to go to Detroit in the late '40s.  What they saw was the massive Ford Rouge Plant and its assembly lines.  Car bodies then were built using huge dies.  A flat piece of metal was fed into a roller mechanism and pressed against a die that gave the body its shape.  Those dies are handled by specialists called die makers.  Back in the '40s, it took a die maker three days to change a die.

Another thing Toyoda and Ohno saw were the assembly lines dedicated to a single imperative - to move the metal.  The last thing you wanted to do at Ford or GM or Chrysler was stop the line.  So even if there were defects, cars got sent on down the line.  Of course, at the end of the line was a big rework area where they fixed all the defects (except those that got shipped to dealers and customers).

Ohno bought some old dies and took them back to Japan.  Toyota started to learn.  Ohno put the dies on wheels and began to experiment.  In those days, all they had at Toyota were small production runs because that's all the demand they had.  The notion of spending three days changing a die and having a bunch of specialists sitting around waiting to make the next switch caused some real problems for a struggling upstart like Toyota.  Since Toyota had no die specialists, Ohno decided to have line workers learn to make the die switches.  Ohno kept experimenting and learning and eventually they got to the point where they could change a die down to a day, then down in three hours, an hour and eventually in a matter of minutes.

Suddenly, disaster struck.  A recession hit Japan.  Now it surprises many people to learn that Japan was heavily unionized (both laborers and managers were unionized).  Toyoda decided to terminate 25% of the work force.  That didn't go over real well with the union.  The striking workers forcibly occupied the plant and Toyoda decided to negotiate.  If the union would allow him to cut the work force by 25%, he would guarantee the remaining 75% lifetime employment.  Toyota soon learned that you regard a lifetime employee differently than a disposable one.  You invest in them.  And trust them.

Ohno was bothered by the rework area - that factory within a factory - that he had seen in Detroit.  One of the things Toyota had learned was that problems show up quickly in small production runs.  If you're only assembling a few cars at a time, then a quality defect is likely to become apparent in a hurry.

Ohno decided to experiment again because Toyota didn't have the resources or the volume to allow it to simply continue to send defects down the line the way Detroit did.  It couldn't afford to maintain the factory within a factory.  So Ohno gave each work station a rope (an "andon") that anyone could pull to stop the line whenever a defect or problem arose.  At first, the line stopped a lot.  All the workers at a work station would quickly assemble to discuss the defect and to apply the "five whys."  The "five whys" is a technique Ohno developed to trace defects and other problems to their root cause.  You ask why, then ask why again.  And again.  And again.  And then ask it one more time.  It's one of those simple techniques that works.  Children are born with this technique genetically implanted.  Anyone who's experienced the incessant questioning of a three-year-old understands Ohno's technique.  Children usually find the first answer they get insufficient.  They are very wise in this regard.  Why do clouds form?  Well because there's moisture in the air.  Why?  Because it comes out of lakes and the ground.  Why?  Because heat and air cause it to evaporate.  Why?  Because the sun comes up in the morning...  Roger von Oech, a creativity consultant, once said that children start out in life as question marks and end up as periods.  You can learn a lot by asking why five times.  After awhile, the lines at Toyota stopped less frequently.  Before long, they ran at 95%.  Today, many lines at Toyota run at 100%.

Toyota also learned that small production runs don't require lots of inventory.  Ohno began to conceive of Toyota as a vast factory without walls - in which suppliers and assembler operated as one - suppliers would deliver inventory just as it was needed on the production line - "just in time."  He also learned that by giving suppliers exclusive or semi-exclusive contracts and not forcing them to compete with each other, he could facilitate horizontal flow of information and learning among suppliers.  They no longer had anything to hide from each other.  So the vast factory without walls could learn as a unit.

You can't argue with Detroit's early success.  For decades its formula worked but somewhere along the line Detroit quit learning.  It was succeeding after all.  Why should it learn?  What was the cost?  Well, you can sum up the cost of not learning with a couple ratios:

In 1990, Toyota produced 4 million vehicles with 37,000 employees.  During the same period, GM produced 8 million vehicles with 850,000 employees.  In 1958, Toyota produced 1.5 cars per employee.  In 1965 it was up to 23 cars per employee; by 1969 the number had grown to 39 cars per employee and eventually climbed to over 108 cars per employee compared to GM's 9 cars per employee.  That is the power of a learning organization.
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