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1. Introduction

In August of 2000 I was asked to join the Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat (TBS) as the Special 
Advisor of Learning and Knowledge Management (LKM).  I knew something about TBS and their 
challenge by virtue of the Interdepartmental Knowledge Management Forum (IKMF) which I had co-
founded in 1995 and which I had led as chairperson (and continued to do so until 2011).   An individual
from TBS began attending IKMF meetings in 1999 to learn what other departments were doing with 
Knowledge Management (KM) and what TBS may be able to do with it.  I quickly learned that they 
had a very high turnover rate and this was a great concern for them.   What that meant in real, practical 
terms was as yet unclear but not for long.  

This case study retraces a six-year period of experience with KM in this central agency of the Canadian
federal government.  We journeyed through the start-up processes and engagement practices to 
program establishment and early successes, to a state of program maturity with a wide ranging set of 
knowledge services, and to official government recognition as an 'exemplary practice across 
government'.  We cannot leave it on a high note because that would not be honest. We describe a fateful
decision by senior management, well intentioned though it was, which sealed the fate of the LKM 
program.  

Through the auspices of the IKMF I was witness to virtually every government department and 
agency's attempts to do KM between 1995 and 2011.  During all that time I was frequently consulted 
by government organizations on what worked and what didn't based on this experience.  In all that time
and through all those attempts at KM initiatives only three (3) KM programs achieved a reasonable 
level of success, i.e. real demonstrable business value for more than 3 consecutive years.  Yes, you read
that correctly, out of literally hundreds of attempts at employing KM principles, practices, techniques 
and processes only three were successful.  Our program at TBS was one of those three success stories.  
In a strange twist that only appears in true life stories, the success of the LKM program was a big
factor in its ultimate demise.  More on that as we go through it together.

While I acknowledge a certain obvious bias I will be as honest as possible in this personal account of 
this experience, save of course for identifying specific individuals by name. I will also intersperse key 
lessons learned throughout the case study as appropriate.   Now, let's begin at the beginning.

2. The Organizational Context

Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat1 is a central agency of the government of Canada with a dual 
mandate. It provides advice and support to the Treasury Board, a committee of ministers, with 
recommendations and advice on policies, directives, regulations and program expenditure proposals 
with respect to the management of the government's resources.  The Secretariat also has responsibilities

1 http://www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/
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for the general management of government including the comptrollership function of government. 
The Head of the Secretariat is the Secretary of the Treasury Board.  TBS has two main types of groups: 
policy centres and program sectors.  The policy centres within TBS establish government wide 
administrative policies for effective management and oversight of the government.  The program 
sectors review submissions from departments for new or revised policies and program expenditures and
provide recommendations and advice to Treasury Board on the them.   

It's a rather complicated organization with significant interdependencies at working levels and 
competing priorities, but I have simplified it as much as possible to provide a broad context.  What I 
hope this does is to illustrate something of the significance of the work undertaken by TBS for the 
effective operation of the government of Canada, and the vital internal collaborations and 
interdependencies required.      

There's one more crucial point to understand about the need for KM.  I mentioned earlier that TBS was 
concerned about the staff turnover rate.  This was particularly true for the program sectors.  There are 
no training programs for staff in the program sectors.   There are a couple of high level workshops 
available on how the government functions, but nothing at a detailed level.  There is nothing to help 
program sector staff understand the requirements, intricacies and options available in the machinery of 
government.  They are expected to become the experts, and only by doing do they learn.  

As if this wasn't sufficiently daunting for them given the intricacies and complexities involved and the 
consequences of mistakes (e.g. departments not getting the budget funds that they should have), the 
work of the program sector staff is cyclic in nature.  The government operates on a largely cyclic basis. 
In other words, program sector staff learn by doing and they have to learn the various annual functions 
by doing them.  So it takes one year to go through the cycle once.  Given the complexities and 
interrelationships between the various cyclic activities, the staff are just in learning mode for the first 
year.  During their second year on the job they are putting the pieces together and really seeing how it 
all works.  It's accepted by all that staff are really only fully competent in the third year.  Satisfying that
hugely steep learning curve would certainly be a challenge in itself. 

This is where the turnover rate becomes important, 1.9 years.  Yes, that's correct, staff leave on average 
after 1.9 years, well before they are fully competent.   Inevitably there are some staff who are adrenalin 
junkies and stay on as long as possible, thus skewing the numbers to 1.9 years.  In reality many staff 
leave within the first year.  Most leave after 1.5 years.  Get the picture?  Departments complain 
frequently that they have to spend an inordinate amount of time helping the program sector staff 
understand the relevant business of their client department, only to learn that they are leaving TBS 
again all too quickly, and so they have to start over.  Not only is this extra work, it means the new staff 
don't understand the nature or complexities or history of their client department – a significant KM 
challenge in itself.    

3. The Organizational Need

Their primary issue was clear, a high turnover rate in a work environment where on the job learning 
was the rule and the stress was very high due to an often frenetic pace and high profile pressure and 
risk of failure or mistakes.  A secondary issue was the internal interdependencies and competing 
priorities within TBS.  
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It was clear to me from the outset that they needed me to help them help themselves with their work 
and that's what I told the senior leaders at the outset.  My function was housed in one program sector 
for ease of administration but I functionally reported to three separate program sectors, each led by an 
Assistant Secretary (assistant deputy minister).  The fourth sector to which I was also closely aligned 
was the Expenditure Management Sector, also led by an Assistant Secretary.  One would think that this 
might be somewhat schizophrenic in nature.  Fortunately the work of the three program sectors was 
very homogeneous and the fourth sector was a close cousin to the other three.  The policy centres in 
TBS were not my direct concern, at least not at this point.  More on that later.   

Their issues were clear, and the organizational need was also relatively clear, create organizational 
learning and KM opportunities that were directly useful and timely for them.  Easy to say, but a 
significant undertaking.  So, it was a combined Organizational Learning and Knowledge Management 
issue and that was the core of my approach, practical learning, knowledge sharing, collaboration, and 
retention.  

4. Getting Started

Okay, so I have a basic idea of what is needed.  When I arrived in mid-August I found myself thrown 
into the fire of the gear-up period for the fall season, a frenetic and intensely stressful time, especially 
since many new program analysts – the working level staff – had been hired over the summer and 
needed to hit the ground running on September 1.   

Someone had actually taken some very early steps in my job just before me.  She had organized an 
intensive two-day learning program for new staff and ran it in the spring.  It was very appreciated by 
the managers since there was no help of any type previous to this, but as I reviewed the agenda it 
became clear that it only addressed some of the basic work-related knowledge needs of the program 
analysts.  It was part functional learning and part fluff learning, the fluff part being things going on 
around the organization that were interesting but not essential for the work of the program analyst.  

So I revised the agenda for what was called the Program Analyst Boot Camp, to make it a more 
comprehensive functional learning event and I retained the name.  In order to re-craft the agenda I 
needed to get a crash course in understanding the work and the needs of the program sector analysts 
and so I talked to a lot of people, both managers and analysts.   Organizing it as part workshop and part 
conference was a nightmare since the presenters were managers and senior managers, and they were at 
least as busy and stressed as the analysts.  Of course we needed to find the most knowledgeable 
presenter on each topic and get a commitment from them to present their 'lessons learned for newbies' 
as I called it.  In the end most accepted and did a good job as they knew that the effectiveness of their 
own staff depended on it. 

LL2: in order to do KM well, KMers need to really understand the business and the concomitant
needs and opportunities

LL: in order to understand the business, KMers have to get in the trenches

2 LL = Lesson Learned
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LL: 'solutions' can only be successful when directly related to defined business needs and 
opportunities

LL: the difference between a 'real' business need and a nice-to-have becomes clear when 
staff and managers become desperate

LL: management engagement really begins when they've got skin in the game and their own 
staff depend on it

So our first Boot Camp was a huge success since it was closely attuned to the real work needs of the 
analysts.  As one person noted it was like drinking from a fire hydrant, 12 speakers over two long days, 
focussing on critical aspects of the work of the program analysts.  

This was far from an ideal learning environment on many levels but it gave the analysts what they 
needed to know at a basic level and gave them a framework for what they would need to become expert
at.  It was intense for everyone, but it reflected their work environment and so it was accepted as an 
acceptable, even 'normal' approach.  The managers appreciated the fact that it was an even stronger 
agenda for work related needs and they said so.  

We had survived the initial tsunami, but life in this organization was about surviving tsunamis on a 
regular basis, something I still hadn't understood.

LL: build on previous success, don't try to reinvent the wheel

LL: while a perfect solution or optimum approach is our ideal, it may not be practical so be 
prepared to adapt and work hard and get it done

LL: Each event or circumstance is an opportunity for the KMer to understand the organization 
better and be seen as a real ally by the business staff

Organizing this Boot Camp was a real eye-opener for the kind of job requirements and stresses placed 
upon the program analysts and their managers.  Some program analysts told me that what they had just 
learned at Boot Camp was immediately put into practice in their job and they were immensely thankful 
for the help.   

Over those first six weeks on the job I was not only developing the Boot Camp, I was building 
relationships and developing a strong understanding of their work and turning that into a framework 
(Figure 1), a model which graphically represented their world and it's relation to KM.  I tested this 
framework repeatedly with folks and it became a solid foundation for the real first step in the LKM 
program, the organizational assessment.  

LL: strong relationships with the business, including managers, senior managers and staff is the 
cornerstone of future success, and trust, based on real success, is the key to strong relationships

Paul McDowall 4
Know How Works Consulting



     Figure 1
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