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Preserving the wisdom of older workers

The rU|n Of the R0ya| leral’y of Alexandria in the third

century destroyed more than 400,000 papyrus scrolls, including
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many original manuscripts from Greek scholars and writers. Violin

makers have spent hundreds of years attempting in vain to duplicate

the sound of Stradivarius instruments. Throughout history,

essential knowledge has often been lost.
In today’s technology-intensive world,
however, this problem is growing more
costly. NASA presents a dramatic exam-
ple. Twelve astronauts landed on the
moon in six Apollo missions between
1969 and 1972, vet the incredible fact is
that the engincers who built the original
Saturn V rocket retired from the U.S.
space agency in the 1990s and important
blueprints were never catalogued. As a
result, if NASA wanted to send a manned
rocket to the moon today, it couldn’t.
As 76 million U.S. baby boomers move

towards retirement, it’s no’ sccret that
society is headed for a huge demographic
shift in the workplace. The full costs and
cffects of these population changes on
industry and society are as vet unknown.
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As 76 million U.S. baby boomers move towards retirement, it's no secret

that society is headed for a huge demographic shift in the workplace.

How did you begin researching the issue of knowl-
edge and information loss and what specifically
prompted you to write this book?

A few years ago, Accenture’s Institute for Strategic Change,
headed at the tme by Babson professor Tom Davenport,
[ President’s  Distinguished  Professor  of - Information
Technology and Management], asked me to research the
problems an aging workforce posed for the global chemicals
industry. Doing this rescarch convinced me that the aging
baby boomer population creates a serious threat to both busi-
ness and the public sector, particularly because organizations
have becomie so knowledge-intensive in recent decades.

The numbers are staggering. For example, between 2002
and 2008, 75 percent of the U.S. Department of Defense
civilian workforce of 675,000 people are expected to retire.
One-third of all secondary schoolteachers in the United
States are likely to quit by 2008, The oil and gas produc-
tion industry will be another hard-hit sector, with an
expected loss of more than 60 percent of veteran employ-
ces by 2010.

In the last 25 vears, we’ve experienced amazing advances
in technical and scientific ficlds, made possible in large part
by the spread of computer technologies. Many fields have
become much more specialized and complex, as have
almost cvery professional’s job, whether it’s marketing con-
stimer products, developing new software applications, or
managing financial portfolios. There’s much more to know
in doing most jobs today. As a result, when emplovees walk
out the door, they are taking with them new tvpes of
knowledge that didn’t exist a generation ago.

Losing critical knowledge gained from experience mcans
that, in the next few years, many organizations are going to
face not simply a labor shortage, but a knowledge shortage.
Were going to be bleeding technical, scientific, and manage-
rial know-how at unprecedented rates when baby boomers

start to retire. My book provides solutions to this problem.

Your research delves into the current workings of our
technological age; were other eras similarly affected
as technologies shifted?

As society experiences major technology shifts, undoubt-
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edly knowledge ot older ways of working is lost. Blacksmiths

and Morse code operators, for example, have knowledge that
is increasingly rare. The difference today is work activitics
have become so interdependent and complex, that failure to
perform in one arca can have remendons ripple effects across
organizations. For example, the failure of a few power system
operators to react properly in August 2003 basically shut
down the whole East Coast in a blackout. Increased reliance
on technology systems has made us much more vulnerable to
systemie failures. And never in history have so many people
with so much experiential knowledge about complex tech-

nologies left the workforee at once.

How does an aging population affect small businesses?

Many small company exccutives are terrified of the Jost
knowledge problem, and they may actually face a rougher
problem. Smaller firms can more casily become dependent
on the expertise of one individual, whether it’s the founder

who understands the market, a sales manager who monop-
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olizes relationships with all key customers, or an inventive
genius who is the sole source of new products. Smaller
organizations, including nonprofits, can face very tricky

suceession planning issucs.

What is your confidence level in companies’ abilities
to adapt to upcoming change?

From more than 200 intervicews I did for the book, one
surprisc is how unprepared many organizations are for deal-
ing with big jumps in turnover due to inevitable retire-
ments. Surprisingly, it is also casy to lose important knowl-
cdge thatis only used infrequently. And this expertise, if its
not captured and passed on to others, can be very costly
and cven dangerous to replace.

The financial impact can be enormous. Boeing was
caught oft guard a few years ago when an unanticipated
number of veterans took carly retirement in its manufactur-
ing arca. When new airplanc orders unexpectedly jumped,
Bocing didn’t have enough experienced workers to handle
the business. Their assembly lines for 737s and 747s
became chaotic. Workers were literally chasing planes down
the line trying to finish jobs. To fix things, Bocing had to
shut down production for three weeks. This disruption cost
the company over $1 billion.

As another example of serious consequence, a lot of com-
plex technical knowledge about how nuclear weapons were
assembled was never documented. So the Department of
Energy has had some scary moments trying to decommis-
sion nuclear weapons when no one could remember how
they were built. Workers literally sweren’t sure how much
force to apply when rying to separate two pacts of a bomb.
This is a dramatic case, but lots of technical and scientific
knowledge is lost when it is only needed infrequently.

But the DOE has learned some hard lessons. It is now
investing aggressively in retaining knowledge and develop-
ing vounger “nuclear weaponeers” — that’s what they call
them — who can help maintain the stockpile of aging
weapons. I'm afraid other organizations will have to have a
similar experience. They’ll have to witness some serious

problems before confronting these issucs.

What has the corporate reaction been to your book?

I've been excited about the book’s reception. Interest in
the problem — and the book — is continuing to grow. I am
getting new calls every week now to speak or consult about
solutions to this growing problem. Unlike the dot-com bub-
ble, challenges posed by the aging workforce are definitely
not going away. In fact, they are just now coming onto man-
agement’s radar screen in lots of organizations. The problem
is the longer exceutives wait, the fewer options they are going

to have to build an ceffective workforce in the future.

In addition to leaders reacting to the loss of institu-
tional knowledge, how should other levels of
employees respond?

In a lot of cases roday, top management doesn’t have a
clue about the value of the knowledge their organization is
losing. That’s pactly because a ot of knowledge is now so
specialized. Ironically, emplovees lower down in the organ-
ization arc often much more sensitive to what is being lost
when an experienced colleague leaves. They know, on a
daily basis, the value a particular engineer, manager, or sales
rep brings to the organization. But it’s up to leaders to sig-
nal that knowledge sharing and retention are critical, and to

provide resources for these activitics.

You note in your introduction that this book has an
ambitious goal. Do you feel you were successful?

So far, readers scem to think so. Exccutives in many
industries are intuitively aware that essential knowledge is
being lost in their organizations cverv dav. That is,
knowledge that could keep costs down, improve innova-
tion, and support growth. But leaders have also been in
denial about this problem because they don’t know how
to take action to reduce its impact. My primary ‘goal with
Lost Knowledge is to give managers and professionals a
derailed action plan for retaining more critical intetlectu-
al capital from both older workers who are retiring and
mid-carcer emplovees who leave unexpectedly. The real
challenge, of course, is implementing these solutions

before it’s too late.

In the next few years, many organizations are going to face not

simply a labor shortage, but a knowledge shortage.
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