


“Anyone who’s diligently followed a
written recipe only to have a terrible
end result has felt the disconnect

between tacit and explicit knowledge.”



Introduction




“Everybody works. They create documents and presentations. They schedule and
attend events. They comment on other people’s work.”

CALL IT WHAT YOU LIKE

When you were a kid, you likely had a math teacher or two who insisted
that you “show your work.” It enabled him or her to see how you arrived
at a final answer, what kind of thinking or steps got you there—and where
you might have made a mistake. You can think of showing your work

in any terms you'd like. Some call it “working out loud,” making work

~ John Stepper, johnstepper.com

visible, making work discoverable, or narrating work. There are any
number of approaches to showing work, from writing to talking to draw-
ing to photographing and more. And now, with so many new, often free

tools people like to use, it’s easier than ever before.
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Showing Your Work
Benefits Everyone

In its simplest, most obvious benefit, showing
work helps an idea connect with someone else
who needs it. The woman in Kansas who finds

a YouTube video that helps her change the
windshield wipers on her car. The man in London
who, in a colleague’s blog post, finds an answer
to a bedeviling question. In organizations, it
makes the walls between silos more permeable,
helping talent pools connect and saving workers
countless hours in looking for information.

While we're good at documenting standards,
most of what we need to know is exception
handling—what we must know and do and
respond to that’s outside a schematic or process
plan or SOP. John Hagel and John Seeley Brown
assert that “as much as two-thirds of headcount
time in major enterprise functions like marketing,
manufacturing, and supply chain management is
spent on exception handling.”
(http://blogs.hbr.org/2010/09/social-software/).
My own favorite neighborhood handyman, Mike,
has never been here when he did not encounter
an exception: the hole the builder cut for the attic
stairs is not the standard size for the home repair
store stairs Mike came to install; a repair to the
porch railing found that the “standard” rails the
builder used are no longer in stock, and on and
on. Showing our work helps make what we do
more visible and discoverable—particularly in
the area of exception handling—and helps to
record the information for future use.
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The Silo Problem

Information flows up and down vertical chain

of command

Looking very much like what we otherwise call

“silos”



...while preventing people from connecting the dots between projects,

expertise, ideas, past work, and each other.

“If your dots are not observable/visible/transparent,
then it’s impossible to connect them.”
~BRIAN TULLIS
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The Documentation
Problem

Harold Jarche has written extensively on personal
knowledge management, particularly the problem
with documentation: while it's fairly easy to codify
things like events and outputs, the tacit, implicit
knowledge that is part and parcel of things like
decisions is much harder to capture.

The attempt to reduce complexity to simplicity
is fine when you're refining the bones of a
production process. It’s not fine when you assert
that “leadership” is a matter of following four
simple steps.

And sooner or later, documentation always
breaks down. In the desire to oversimplify we
end up with documents that are akin to having a
map without landmarks or road signs, with the
organization unable to see the routes people really
take. (Brown & Duguid, 1990). We know what to do
but not how it gets done. We need better maps.
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Outputs

Codifying Knowledge

<«— explicit —w— implicit —>

Events Processes Decisions Connections

Expertise

Increased difficulty to codify and share

>

Thanks to Harold Jarche
jarche.com



SHOWING YOUR
WORK ISN'T NEW

A thousand years ago a wanderer who drew
a map at journey’s end might be described as
someone who “showed their work.” Apprentice-
ship in many ways offered a “show your work”
approach, with the inclusion of instruction and
feedback. Electronic tools introduced in the late
20th century made showing work much easier,

as many of this book’s examples will show.

SHOWING YOUR
WORK ISN'T MYSTICAL

One of the problems with the literature on show-
ing work is that much of it is just too abstract and
conceptual, with complex models and illustra-
tions with maps and loops and actors. While the
models may in some ways be accurate, and often
in good intentions reflect the creators’ enthusi-

asm, they don’t seem to be very useful, else more

people would be using them.
They can also be daunting to
the already-busy knowledge
worker and the guy who fixes
copy machines who works from
his car most of the day.

As with the problem of “best
practices,” whichare really only
best in their original context,
the problem with models and
formulas is that they often fit
common circumstances in only

the most abstract way. We see

a similar issue with traditional
ideas of “knowledge manage-
ment” (KM), offering things
like manufacturing schematics that look great
on paper but don’t reveal stumbling points,
exceptions, or extenuating circumstances.
They don’t account for what can happen due to
group dynamics, overengaged process owners,
and business owners who need to be educated.
Likewise, asking a worker to “just write down
everything you do” can get us what, but doesn’t

capture how. We are seduced by the idea that

activities like this give us predictability and

exact science.

There’s also a danger of the formula, or the tool,
driving the train. A common criticism of KM is
that it attempts to isolate the actor from the work,
and the work from context. Sharing work should
be an organic activity in everyday workflow, not
some separate overengineered process that even-

tually proves to be nothing but more work.
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IT'S NOT JUST FOR “KNOWLEDGE WORKERS”

I have been in the workforce for more than twenty years, mostly in areas
like L&D and HR. If one thing has nagged at me for all that time, it is
concerns about the segment of the workforce that is, it seems, uniformly
marginalized. We focus on the “knowledge worker,” typically viewed as a
college graduate working in a white collar job, at a desk, maybe at a desk in
a cubicle, maybe at a desk in a home office. It’s fine to want to know what
they know, but what about the rest of the workforce? As noted by Mike
Rowe (http://profoundlydisconnected.com/), “No one ever stops to talk
to the guys working on the film crew.”

You appreciate the hands-on or technical worker when you’ve tried a
home repair a bit beyond your abilities, or despite following all directions
failed at gardening. Anyone who’s diligently followed a written recipe
only to have a terrible end result has felt the disconnect between tacit and
explicit knowledge.

Here’s an example. Ask an expert to write down her recipe for caramel

apples and this is what you’ll get:

Caramel Apples

6 apples
14-0z package of caramels, unwrapped

2 Tablespoons milk

G Remove stems from apple; push a craft stick into the top.

Butter a baking sheet.

@ Place caramels and milk in a microwave safe bowl.

Microwave 2 minutes, stirring once. Allow to cool briefly.

G Roll each apple quickly in caramel sauce until well coated.

Place on prepared sheet to set.

6  Show Your Work

Here’s what happens when you ask an expert to show her work. This
Snapguide on making caramel apples, from Bridget Burge’s Bridget’s
Everyday Cooking (http://snapguide.com/guides/make-caramel-apples-1/)
includes some things a novice might not know, and an expert might not

think to write down:

Okay so here's
the supplies! First
things first, wash
and dry your
apples and then
place them in the
freezer for about
15 minutes. This
helps the
caramel set
properly on the
apples.

Step 20f 19

Get a microwave safe 4 cup
measuring cup. | HIGHLY
suggest you use this instead of
just a bowl because its 10X
easier to dunk your apples in.



Step S5of 19

Step 9of 19

Pour milk into
your measuring
cup and place in
the microwave
for one minute.

Take the apples
from the freezer,
place on a baking
sheet lined with
parchment
paper. It is
important you
use parchment
paper or waxed
paper without it
your apples will
stick and become
a mess.

And now its time
) Simply dunk
your apple into
the caramel
sauce gently
turning the apple
to allow the
caramel to get
ALL of the apple.

Embracing a “Show Your Work” approach helps to include that
segment of the workforce that’s so often been marginalized. Also: we
can get a better understanding of what the tradesperson or the crafts-
person does. How did the groundskeeper create that elephant topiary
in front of the children’s wing at the local hospital? How did the pastry
chef uniformly brown 400 Baked Alaskas to be served simultaneously?
It’s important, for clear communication, to strip out extraneous infor-
mation. But sometimes we strip out too much, and the bones we’re left
with aren’t enough. As Brown and Duguid (1991) noted, taking out
too much information about the daily reality of the work can leave you

holding a map with no landmarks.
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BEFORE ANYONE SAYS “YES, BUT...”

NO ONE SAID IT ALL
HAD T0 BE PUBLIC

Aswe’ll see in the examples, everything doesn’t
need to be shared everywhere. Proprietary
information about a particular client may need
to stay within a single work group. Details on
fixing a particular water heater might be appro-
priate only for the company repair people scat-
tered across North America. We don’t want
people to be deluged with information that
is truly relevant only to a few. The problem
1s, often those making that call don’t know
who else might benefit. I once got a big work
problem solved by a Twitter connection who
teaches in China. And another by a consultant
who specializes in helping retail and restaurant
clients make their environments more comfort-
able for those with Asperger’s and autism. One
of the challenges is to figure out where to best

share work for maximum benefit to everyone.

NO ONE SAID IT HAD
T0 BE INSTAGRAM

It seems as soon as people start talking tools

there is quickly a hue and cry against Facebook,

8  Show Your Work

or LinkedIn, or YouTube. While I see a lot of
overcaution (Really? Your dress code and well-
ness program are secret? Can’t have cameras
inside the workplace? Not even if it’s for a

limited, “I need to photograph this cake” use?

Ok, not even then? How about drawing? Have
they banned drawing, too? ) I agree that there
need to be guidelines for where to share what.

Here’s one approach:

Where to share when @ work?

If you are sharing
knowledge in a open

If you are directly
communicating with
a targeted audience.

or restricted community. E Team If you are securely
Site

If you are publicly Social
sharing information .
with the entire world. NUECIE]

sharing documents
with your project team.

If you are looking
for a quick answer
from a colleague.
If you are not sharing Local
but you need a place
to store your content. Store

leons: Defaullicon

Image courtesy Joachim Stroh



FINALLY: SHOWING YOUR WORK
IS NOT ABOUT “INFORMATION”

The quest for “information” generates:

Spreadsheets R emem b er.

Meetings

Quotas Commu’nl.C(ltiO’n ooer

information.

Status updates
Top-down dissemination Conversation over tools.

e

e

4

G TPSreports
e

e

G Sacred story versus real story
e

Only good news So: Let’s get going.

“Information” alone is not enough. Adding the better infor-
mation to more understanding of the exception, the behavior
of the individual, the input of the expert, the workaround, the
correction, the error helps generate a more robust picture that

will help to inform and further refine enacting skillful work.
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