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Abstract

This is an informal, first-draft hypothesis concerning lessons learned processes in the DoD, based on my work with others in my group (primarily Rosina Weber and Kalyan Gupta), and our many interactions with members of the DoD, government, and industry lessons learned professionals.  This hypothesis suggests a radical approach for tackling a most serious concern that is not being addressed currently (i.e., the problem of obtaining and sharing high-quality lessons), and is a primary cause of the low reputation of lessons learned systems in large (DoD and other) organizations today.   This is an initial draft, and will undergo change.  We seek feedback from members of the DoD lessons learned community and other interested parties. 

Hypothesis: The primary problem today with DoD (and most other) lessons learned (LL) processes is that their service-wide focus directly conflicts with human nature.  Most lessons concern failures (i.e., in planning, preparation, or execution).  Thus, local commanders prevent many high-impact lessons from being submitted into a service-wide repository for fear of negative impact on their reputations and, possibly, career ambitions.  Thus, LL processes that attempt to share all lessons with all service members are doomed to failure (i.e., their repositories will primarily contain low-utility "lessons", which causes them to incur a poor reputation and be underutilized).  If the services want a LL process that works, they must address this problem head-on rather than ignore it.  The alternative is to "stay the course", in which case all future (passive) efforts on service-wide LL systems will be wasted time and money.

Partial but Imperfect Deployed Solution: The Army's CALL center partially addresses this problem by encouraging LL and doctrine writers to jointly collect lessons on-scene, circumventing the traditional LL process by proactively obtaining lessons, analyzing their implications, and updating doctrine accordingly. Unfortunately, while this approach works well for small/focused efforts, it fails to include all the Army's personnel in the LL process and, thus, fails to capture the vast majority of their learned lessons.

Proposed Solution: Refocus on a grass-roots process rather than a service-wide repository.  Commanders want to share lessons among their subordinates.  Thus, each service should support the development of a local lessons learned process in each of their commands.  In this way, each commander would be solely responsible for sharing lesson knowledge among their command, could prevent their lessons from being shared with those outside of their command, and could decide how/whether they wish to share this knowledge with their relief.  However, an effective local LL process requires additional, crucial functionality.  First, the local LL system should support the sanitization of selected, sensitive lessons so that commanders can share anonymous lessons with their relief, or with other interested officers.  Second, commanders should be allowed to "own" the lessons developed under their command, have the option to remove them from their command posts when they depart for a subsequent billet, and be able to continually/incrementally develop their LL repository throughout their career.  Third, ideally, this capability should be available to every officer, and every NCO, standardizing the sharing of lessons much as MS has standardized the creation and sharing of presentation briefings.  This would require each LL repository owner to have the same lesson management tool suite. Fourth, these tools would include a lesson collection tool that imposes an indexing scheme for subsequent lesson retrieval: Lessons would be indexed according to one or more tasks selected from an appropriate, standardized Task List (e.g., UJTL, UNTL, NMETLs) so that, whenever lessons are shared among service members, the receiving party can immediately recognize the task in which the received lessons can be applied. (Equally important is the identification of job responsibilities.) Fifth, this requires efforts, such as those ongoing at FIWC, towards extending standardized Task Lists such that they exist not only for relatively abstract and operational-level tasks, but also for tactical tasks, to any degree of specificity, and (also important) frequent military life tasks.  Software must be included to help determine a task for a given lesson, should the user not know what is the most appropriate task for which to index their lesson.  Sixth, this lesson management tool suite must, in its entirety, support a PDA interface, in addition to a traditional laptop/desktop interface.  This will allow a Lesson Repository Owner (LRO) to manage (i.e., insert, edit, delete) lessons at any time.  Equally importantly, this will allow them to share lessons at any time.  Seventh, lesson input & output functions must be available thru voice communication.  In particular, lesson browsing must be available via oral and other suitable communication methods (e.g., via head/eye movements in head-mounted system and display).

Reasoning: No lessons learned process can succeed unless the user believes that (1) they "own" their lessons (i.e., control their repository's content), (2) controls their distribution, and (most importantly) (3) can benefit from their collection and subsequent reuse.  In general, personal lessons learned are the most valuable, as their conditions for reuse, and potential impact, is most easily understood by the individual who recorded them.  This proposed solution supports these three beliefs.

Solution Implementation: To successfully implement a local LL process service-wide, the service's LL organization must not begin by forcing all their service's commands to implement a local LL process.  Instead, carefully selected commands should be targeted for testing and incremental process improvements.  These commands should be self-selected; successful adoption of a local LL process cannot succeed unless the commander is a committed advocate of this process.  If the process succeeds at one command, then its positive reputation will grow, it will be requested by other commands, and demand will snowball.

Potential Results and Benefits: The focus of the lesson learned support community will transfer focus from often frustrating (if not pathetic/useless) attempts to publicize the existence of a service-wide repository of low-quality "lessons" to the preferred challenge of responding to the anger of LROs who want modified/extended functionality.  This highly-distributed approach, in which lessons are "in the hand" of all service individuals, will improve the probability that they will report, to the service's lessons learned organization, the reuse of a stored lesson (e.g., by clicking a button on their PDAs, hooked to wireless networks).  Instead of completely lacking ROI evidence, LL organizations will refocus on simplifying how PDA interfaces can be designed to report quantitative rather than this qualitative feedback.  As their skill in identifying and recording lessons increase, some (not all! and possibly very few) LROs will take pride in the quality of their lessons, will readily share them with others, and will develop reputations based on the perceived utility of these shared lessons.  The primary problem will be the development of lesson management software for analyzing the quality of a lesson, so as to provide encouraging feedback to the LRO (so as to not discourage them) that prevents the recording and sharing of inaccurate, incomplete, or otherwise low-quality lessons.  Remember: the human analyst will not, except under unusual or local circumstances, be "in-the-loop", and cannot critique or filter a lesson repository.  Instead, analysts will focus on developing simple ontologies and reasoning mechanisms for the LL management tool so that the LRO can "check" the utility of lesson without disclosing it to others.  Because of the difficulty of delivering these KM-related capabilities, they will remain the focus of research improvements, and will not be delivered with initial deployments/versions of the local LL management tools.

Evidence for Solution Success:

1. Organization-wide LL processes: With few exceptions, they have all failed miserably in their attempts to encourage a knowledge-sharing culture of reusable lessons among their targeted personnel.

2. DOE: SELLS (The Society for the Effective use of Lessons Learned) has implemented a simple, but incomplete, instantiation of the solution proposed here, with some success.  In particular, SELLS implemented a two-stage procedure in which control of lesson sharing is maintained by the Site Coordinator.  Thus, lessons will not be released to the entire DOE community unless decided upon by the local commander.  This decision power is not available in, for example, the NLLS LL process.  The end-result is that there is some limited control of "sharing dirty laundry", although it is not fully implemented among all lesson providers.  (Furthermore, unlike the Congressionally mandated lessons learned organizations in the military services, SELLS is a grass roots organization whose Site Coordinator participation is voluntary, who control local lesson collection and sharing, and who are highly motivated (e.g., to prevent the recurrence of dangerous accidents).  This contrasts sharply with Site Coordinators in some military LL organizations, who are have little control over the filtering and content of the lessons sent from their organizations to the service-wide organization.)

3. Eureka: Created by Xerox technicians, this imperfect but local lessons learned process succeeded because it is completely under their control and management.  Lessons are not managed; their content's format is not mandated, other than three text blobs concerning Observations, Cause, and Solution. Thus, there is tremendous "buy-in" from technicians, who compete to submit high-quality lessons that enhance their reputations. Unfortunately, due to the lack of control on their lesson management process, the repository is replete with redundant and conflicting content.

4. Personal Anecdote: Although buy-in at the top of an organization is important, and has been demonstrated for a large variety of projects, it can only succeed if the targeted participants believe that the information they provide cannot be used against them.  Unfortunately, this is not true for today’s lessons learned processes/systems.  Thus, this is a condition for using a "bottom-up", or grass roots, approach as embodied in this proposed solution.  As an anecdote, I created a simple collection of databases for a small-sized (e.g., 400-person) worldwide user community.  This collection did not require much publicity, but only good content, because it focused on an important community need (i.e., access to datasets for use in standardized comparisons of your solution vs. previous solutions).  Subsequently, this database grew quickly, the focus shifted towards incorporating voluntarily contributed databases, and now over 850 research publications have cited its use.  Simple solutions for sharing the hyperlinks of community WWW pages have met with similar success.  Grass roots approaches, under the right circumstances, can succeed.

Generality: This concept could be applied to lessons learned focused on non-military domains, used either by military personnel (e.g., to support their own technical and military-cultural training processes) or otherwise.

Future: We can finally develop proactive/just-in-time lesson distribution tools (e.g., embedded in decision aids) that, integrated with other information delivery aids, have some hope of success (i.e., because their lessons will be of higher quality).
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