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In today’s fast pace of change, organizations can no longer afford the luxury of relearning wasteful lessons time and again.  Competition is getting stiffer, customer demands are growing and there is little tolerance for repeated inefficiencies.  In James Swartz fine book The Hunters and the Hunted, the theme rings out that organizations will either be the Hunters of their market or the Hunted.  The difference between the two is how they transform to become the competitors of choice.  One of the weapons of the Hunter is a type of Knowledge Management which is the ability of have a short organizational learning cycle.  

The learning cycle is simply the sum of the cycle time to detect plus the cycle time to correct.  This applies to installing a new idea, correcting an error, adding new procedure, forging reengineering change or whatever your organization may need to alter to stay ahead.  An example given is of a couple of boys playing catch with a ball.  As soon as one boy releases a bad pitch, he realizes (detects) it immediately.  When the ball is thrown back to him, he is ready to adjust (corrects) for the error to pitch the ball on target.  The short cycle time between detection and correction is important for the learning to take place.  What if the miss-thrown ball were held onto for an hour then pitched back, would the same advantage of correction be made?  Not likely.  Our organizations can not afford slow nor incomplete learning.  Time is working against us and if our competitors get better at learning than we do, we become the Hunted.

Winning is Losing If It Turns You Around  A hospital administrator received a report from an angry doctor that his patient incurred the cost and frustration of two extra hospital days simply because a stress test wasn’t performed.  After investigation, it was discovered that the treadmill equipment required for the test was broken, the manager was sick and the second in command over the department was out of town.  Subsequently, the line staff didn’t do anything, the ball was dropped and the hospital wrote off (absorbed the cost) the two extra days.  This sounds like an unfortunate isolated incident, but how could the hospital turn this isolated error incident into housewide learning that emphasizes to all departments the loss in cost  and patient service.  How can the isolated department turn it around and say, “We will never do this again!  Our patients are too important!”

Solution  Universal bandwagon learning.  As soon as possible, say at the next management meeting, while the issue is burning, pose the problem as something every department needs to prevent in the future.  The hospital can not afford the wasted hospital days and certainly doesn’t want to add to the anxiety and frustration to the patient’s experience.  This is an area everyone can readily relate to and rally around to raise the bar and say No More!

The procedural adjustment should be made on two enterprise fronts.  On the nursing front, all units should follow-up on test that have not been completed. On the diagnostic department’s front, all equipment that might affect hospital stay that doesn’t have back-up, laminate on the equipment (Visual Control) :

· The downtime rules before getting a replacement or shuttling instructions to get the patient to another hospital with similar equipment

· The phone number and name of the repair people

· Any internal notification necessary (managers, user departments...)

In this fashion, line staff would intuitively know what to do once seeing that the equipment was broken -- manager or not.  Inadvertent errors would be minimized.

Next, if the managers should present this lesson, emphasis and all, to their staff; to take ownership of keeping this kind of thing from happening to their patients again.  Think of the value given to all patients. This is leveraging your lessons learned throughout.  This is saying our customers are so important we will never do this or anything like this again. This is organizational learning.

The Greatest Loss  If there is a distance between the incident and the correction or it remains a single person’s learning, it’s chance of repeating are magnified exponentially.  Instead of hiding mistakes, we need to examine their application and pass the knowledge on.  This is Knowledge Management, and those that do it well will take advantage of opportunities that possibly their competitor’s will miss.

So look at problems like the Japanese, as jewels for enterprise application.  As one Japanese master gracefully put it, “You very fortunate company!  You have many, many opportunity for improvement.”  The fortunate companies will capitalize on these lessons.
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