Bringing Your Officers into the 21st Century

I - Opening Example

According to a January 28 CNN report, of the 40 million e-mails sent from and around the Clinton White House, only two were from the President.  One was a test to see if the account worked, and the other was an e-mail to John Glenn while he was in orbit.

Some people have commented that the title of my piece (Bringing Your Officers into the 21st Century) could be taken as “slamming” our officers.  Far from it I say.  There is nothing wrong in not understanding technology, by spending a few minutes a day, or an hour or two a week a person can become familiar enough with simple technology to dramatically improve his or her efficiency and productivity.  

The focus on the talk is how to achieve this.  However, as a bit of a techno-geek myself, I must say its the people who flat out refuse to adopt even the most basic strategies and improvements who, in my opinion, fall into the category of “waste, fraud and abuse.”  Just as it is not appropriate to ask an OMS to use carbon paper to copy a letter, it is also not appropriate to ask them, to repeatedly type up handwritten notes and corrections to the same document.  Yes, emergencies come up and yes, we have to be flexible, and yes, Ambassadors deserve special consideration, but as an every day event, we MUST hold the line on such behavior.

II - Caveat

First, allow me to pose a caveat.

I am not advocating an all-or-nothing proposition.  I am not talking about chasing the chimera of the “paperless office” we have all been promised so many times, especially until we all get PDAs.

III - Two Allies

In your effort to streamline office procedures, reduce paperwork and keep up with the private sector “Jones’s,” you have two powerful allies.  Well, one for sure, two if your Post is lucky enough to have a Regional Information Officer. The other ally is the IPC or Unclassified Systems Officer or Manager.  Frequently staffed by frustrated techno-geeks, your IMer will be thrilled to help you plan and carry out improvements.  And of course as you become more and more technically inclined, you can give on-the-spot guidance on office software, you will cut down dramatically on the number of “help desk” calls Systems receives, giving them more time to do their own substantive work.  I'd like to add that ISC are not all "circle the wagons! don't let anyone through the door!" kind of people.  Most of them genuinely want to improve the dialogue with the offices (their clients) so criticism is really appreciated.  Only the customer knows how they are doing so they have to hear it from you all.  Don’t take that as license to endlessly gripe, be constructive.

IV - Two Part Approach

My approach breaks down into two parts.  Convincing your officers they should embrace technology, and then training them when they ultimately agree.

V - Part One: Convincing

Lets look at “Why should officers be more technologically proficient?”  Form one thing, a modicum of technical savvy makes the senior officers look better to the more junior, technically able officers.  Possibly it will help the officer be promoted and they will be so grateful they will ask us to join them in the Paris assignment.

However, one important principle applies here: all technology must solve a problem.  Almost everyone embraces word processors and everyone embraces email.  Both of these technologies solve everyday management problems.  It turns out the only problem digital watches solved was making an incredibly cheap timepiece.  The end result is that most watches still have hands.

Once someone has seen the results of using Portal X to find information to draft cables of all classifications, once they are shown the ease of communicating across borders (both geographic and within the Department itself;) once they discover they don’t have to reinvent the wheel each tour, most officers will be enthusiastic converts.  Here’s the principle: When people can see real world problems being solved, resistance generally melts away.  

Every system needs a champion, and I think the OMS can often fill this role.  To do this, we need to take the initiative to:

· Identify the problem that needs to be solved

· Finds the software that addresses the problem 

· Learn to use it, and then;

· Teach the officers to embrace it 

All of this must be done in the cold face of skepticism and doubt.  

Fortunately, we do not have to blaze a new trail.  The commercial world provides many, many examples of how technology can be effectively applied.  Copying what has already been done in the commercial world is a good first step.

Finally (and this is the best one) Secretary Powell, who is gadget-freak, at the Chief of Missions conference informed the attendees that they better learn what IT is about and what their IT sections are doing.  As soon as my Ambassador returned he scheduled a briefing and tour of all IRM facilities, exactly the sort of action that needs to be taken.  Your job can become demonstrably easier with strong Front Office support.

VI - Part Two (Converting)

Computers are NOT mystical, hard to understand systems.  We simply need to reveal the “man behind the curtain” and not be afraid!

Let me offer a piece of advice before we get down to the nitty gritty. When your officers get frustrated or upset, ask them to call you for help in 3-4 minutes; don’t let them waste 10-15 minutes getting progressively more frustrated, as they will sour on the entire system.

VII - Three levels of training, Basic, Advanced and Expert

But first, I know a lot of you are asking where the PowerPoint is.  Truth to tell, many many presentations would be better WITHOUT PowerPoint.  How many of us have sat through presentations where the presenter reads each bullet point one at a time, adding nothing?  How many times have we seen tiny, complex graphs when a simple table of numbers would do?  PowerPoint is a powerful tool, and it certainly has raised the general level of presentations, but at the price of making them all homogenous, bland pudding, which leads to b-o-r-e-d-o-m.  PowerPoint can make a bad presentation good in even the least experienced hands, but it takes real art and mastery to make a good presentation great (like Richard’s a few minutes ago.)

VIII - Basic Training

If someone needs to juice up a reporting cable, or compare the cost of living in four cities on three continents, the best place to start is a web search engine.  My personal preferences are Teoma and Dogpile, which are “meta search” engines.  This means it is a web search that searches other web search pages.  Very handy!  Many people also like Google as well, and the Google News search can be an invaluable tool.  This brings me around to my default page, and also (it is said) the Secretary’s favorite page.  Refdesk.com.  From there you can go just about anywhere - daily comics, yellow pages, newspapers from around the world, almanacs and the latest news.  I can’t say enough good things about this page.

Nothing improves a label or memo like some good graphics, firstgov.com has an excellent assortment of graphics for almost every part of the government.

My main example as a place to find hidden area for improvement (can you believe EER’s are due in two weeks?) will be Microsoft Outlook.  Most of us have Office 2000, but almost everything I’m talking about can be applied to Office 97 as well.

Most offices are using only 30% of Outlook’s capabilities, if that!  Even the most die-hard officer knows how to use e-mail, even if it is just an occasional thing.  The Ambassador who doesn’t write them still has them printed out and appreciates the speed with which the White House can send her directives or advice.

There are three areas that are generally underutilized.  Tasks, Calendar and Contacts.  Lets take the last one first.

CONTACTS: Even if your Mission uses some form of DRS or Access, it is likely that you have cuff lists of a few names kept separate.  You almost certainly have some form of Rolodex. This can so easily be replaced electronically.  With the Rolodex, did you file by last name or company?  Will the departing officer want to take hers with her?  I’m sure many of us have suffered through photocopying an entire Rolodex.  

The Embassy contact database is useful, but not for just a few people or a small group.  One helpful thing that can be done is that groups of contacts can be used to send large scale e-mails.  Lets say a section sends out a daily political round-up to think tanks and scholars in the city.  A shared contacts folder would allow everyone to send to the same list, and would allow anyone to make changes and modifications to the names and organizations on that list.

CALENDAR: Easily my favorite part of Outlook.  Who among us today schedules a conference room? <Pause> Why not set up an e-mail address for the conference room you control to allow people to make scheduling requests? 

If more people used their schedules to note everything they did, you could have Outlook automatically search for the next time a large group could meet, including the availability of conference rooms, or even projectors and coffee makers if you want to get REALLY detailed.  Additionally, it would make crafting your EER input a breeze, just look back and see what you did!

And if you are tired of going through a list of phone calls or e-mails every time a meeting time has changed, once you have it on the schedule, any change is automatically mailed to all meeting participants.

Having delegated authority of your principle’s schedule (and e-mail as well) is key. Everyone in the section should have viewing authority, and only you and the principle should have editorial authority, so you can create meeting invitations and make changes on their behalf.

TASKS: This is my favorite part of Outlook.  You can track tasks and assign them to as many people as you like.

CATEGORIES: This is an important part of Outlook frequently overlooked.  In the lower right hand corner of tasks, contacts and calendar events is a box labeled “categories” and you can set it up to view by category.  This would let you assign categories to each officer, or even common Tags used by the section.

IX – Advanced (Show examples on the screen)

One good advanced example is the Anti-terrorist treaty matrix.  After 9/11 I was asked to compile information on certain treaties and their standing in all ECOWAS (West African) States.  Not only was I able to design a simple spreadsheet showing where we were, but I also obtained copies of all the treaties.  Thus, when we presented the matrix to the President of a West African Country, their first response was always…. “We will consider ratification of the treaty as soon as we can find and review a copy.”  Once I developed this system, the officer present a full binder of all the treaties.  Although only a small part of the whole process, this did, in fact, speed up the signing and ratification of many of the treaties, including such luminaries as Liberia and Cote d’Ivoire.

Of course, if I were doing the same thing now, I would probably make a web page for it and use linkages.  A perfect Portal-X project!

X – Wrap up

Let me close with a few thoughts.  First, officers should send their own cables darn it!   Considering the cost to the taxpayer in overtime and the cost to you in lost time, do you REALLY need to stay until the very last cable is sent?  If so, look closely at why.  Sending a cable via CLOUT, or CableXpress is easy and painless.  If you haven’t been authorized to release cables, ask for that authority.  

While spell checking is fast, easy and accurate, you still need to read the document for context to catch what Spell Check doesn’t.

And finally, one topic near and dear to my heart.  Scanners.  Depending on the Post, you may need to have this on a stand alone computer, but the ability to do “OCR” (optical character recognition) is priceless.  Receive a 10-page letter from the President of your country to George W. Bush?  Use OCR to scan it and send in a cable in a matter of minutes, as opposed to endless hours of typing.  Go through old Bio files, scan them and get rid of tons of old files.  The possibilities are endless!

XI - On your own

This is a parallel to all the technological items I’ve brought up previously, but one worth spending a few minutes on.  That of moving your officers, particularly those in large sections or DCMs, from “doer” to “manager”.  This requires expertise and good rapport, but one follows the other.  But once achieved, a lot of changes can be made on your own.  I always made it clear to my officers that I run the office.  I make the decisions about how things are archived and how much paper we need and how often the floor should be vacuumed.  I am totally responsible if there is a breakdown, a fax I sent but didn’t keep long enough is needed, or if a Front Office Tasker is missing or the like, but as the OMS, it is my job to be responsible for the office, and I have demanded and received the authority that goes along with this responsibility.

My paper files are minimal.  Briefing memos from my boss to the Front Office are sent electronically, and I don’t keep a paper copy.  Sure, no signature, but memos and letters are MUCH easier to find and take up zero space.  And if your supervisor is agreeable, get a scanned copy of their signature.  Do you really want her to personally sign 400 eid-el-fitr cards?  And of course, why ever fax when you can e-mail?

Well, that is enough from me for now. Thank you for your time, and thank you for your attention.

