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We learned it in kindergarten, if not earlier: actions speak louder than words. But why? If we know the words, what keeps us from taking the actions? On a personal level, we can brush off human frailty with the parent/preacher cliché, “Do as I say, not as I do.” But what about in organizations, where we’re supposed to be rational, where we pay big money to consultants and business school professors for good advice … and then don’t take it? Why is it that smart people can know so much and do so little?

Two Stanford professors, Jeffrey Pfeffer and Robert Sutton did four years of research to find answers to that question… and then wrote this book about what they found. The problems they found lie in our traditional life-long learning beliefs and methods. This book (and this IT Journal that you’re reading now) are flotsam in that sea of knowledge. “There is only a loose and imperfect relationship between knowing what to do,” say the authors, “and the ability to act on that knowledge. The irony is that this statement is true even for this book, as it is for all books on management…Anyone can read a book or attend a seminar. The trick is in turning the knowledge acquired into organizational action.” 

For better and worse, the authors then do (and do well) exactly what we’ve been conditioned to expect. They spend 2/3 of the book analyzing the problem and the rest giving us good advice – leaving it to us to put it into action.

Pfeffer and Sutton highlight two fundamental problems. First, a lot of what we need to know can’t be described in a verbal way. Success is not only what to do but how to do it, and that how is subtle and usually falls into a bucket called tacit knowledge. The second problem is even more basic. “… much of the existing literature and practice in knowledge management … conceptualizes knowledge as something tangible and explicit that is quite distinct from philosophy or values … There is a knowing-doing gap in part because firms have misconstrued what they should be knowing … in the first place.” If we don’t really understand why we should be doing something, if we aren’t motivated, even the best, most credible advice will drift to the bottom of the to-do list.

Based on these fundamental problems, Pfeffer and Sutton suggest a first principle: If you know by doing, there is no gap between what you know and what you do. Back to clichés: experience is the best teacher. Actually, this finding, obvious as it is, gives me great hope. As a society, we’ve just finished an expensive hands-on education of millions of 20-year-olds in dot-com experiments. I look forward to what this generation will do with this hard-earned, real-world education.

Having covered these basics, the authors then go into a litany of more specific … and painfully familiar behaviors. Here are some of them:

· “… the tendency to treat talking about something as equivalent to actually doing something about it.” That goes for making presentations, too. Or writing white papers, or articles, or mission statements, or plans. The corollary is that making a decision about something also, by itself, changes nothing.

This is a tough problem to solve, because “smart talk happens now, (but) smart actions happen later” and consequences and feedback happen even later. The other truth, one that I fight in myself every day, is that “negative people seem smarter.” The authors quote Harvard professor Teresa Amabile whose research showed that “Only pessimism sounds profound. Optimism sounds superficial.” Smart talk includes complex talk. Jargon sells. But simplicity carries its own traps, if people confuse ease of understanding with ease of implementation.

The authors offer this simple but not easy advice: Test your language to be sure that it generates constructive action. 

· Doing things the same old way, using the past as unyielding rule for what’s to be done now. Strong organizational cultures create precedents, what social psychologist Robert Cialdini calls, “social proof.” It’s a dilemma. We can’t and don’t want to reinvent everything. Traditions make us who we are. And, “those who forget history are doomed to repeat it.” But what about today is different from what was? How do we know what to keep … and what to discard and rebuild?

· “Fear prevents acting on knowledge… Fear helps create knowledge-doing gaps because acting on one’s knowledge requires that a person believe that he or she will not be punished for doing so…When people fear for their jobs, their futures, or even their self-esteem, it is unlikely that they will feel secure enough to do anything but what they’ve done in the past.” The authors give uncomfortably familiar examples of where fear is not only tolerated but explicitly used as a management technique… which itself is a knowing-doing gap. Most managers hate when they are being managed by fear, but knowing it’s a bad practice doesn’t stop them from doing it.

Fear causes focus on the short run. Fear causes focus on individual behavior instead of collective accomplishment. Anyone want to talk about performance ranking? (The authors do talk about it. They hate it.)

Fear, of course, is a special problem in hard times, when fear comes from economic pressures regardless of organizational and management wisdom and goodwill. The authors again offer some excellent and practical advice:

· Prediction: Give people as much information as possible and promptly

· Understanding: Tell why and how as well as what.

· Control: Let people make as many choices as possible

· Compassion: Acknowledge the emotional stress

There are two more chapters showing reasons for knowing-doing gap that I found less persuasive. One was on measurements. We know, for better and worse, that people maximize their scores, so we’d better define the game well. The problem is that some of the most important things can’t be measured. So if objective measurements are the only assessment, smart people will do dumb things just to look good. I agree, but I think that most people know that. 

Maybe it’s because I spent a bunch of time as a quality guy, but I think that appropriate measures do more good than harm, especially because they are a powerful tool for actually implementing decisions. Choosing the right metrics is a great learning process, and then the doing is inherent in the decisions being made. The problem comes when data from the measurements are used as a whip instead of feedback. That’s bad, but it’s another variation of the management by fear issue.

Then there’s another chapter on the dangers of internal competition, which may turn friends into enemies. The point here is super and right-on: compete on the outside; team on the inside. But again, the dangers of internal competition are questions of degree and consequences. Some competition can identify the groups that are doing something better, and they can be highlighted as exemplars for others. That kind of competition might well identify and motivate the adoption of best practices. It’s a win-win. The winners get recognition, and the losers get to learn and try to win next time. But, when there is real money at stake or worse yet, job security, or worse yet, when competition is by individual rather than by team, Pfeffer and Sutton are dead right. This isn’t fun any more; it’s the Coliseum in ancient Rome, and we’re back to yet another way of managing by fear.

The lessons are scattered smoothly throughout the book, but in the style of the best presenters, they summarize eight guidelines:

1. Why before how: Philosophy is important. Basically, commitment and communication leads to implementation.

2. Knowing comes from doing and teaching others how. Note that both are active. The best learning comes from actions, not words.

3. Action counts more than elegant plans and concepts. Especially when change is rampant, ready, fire, aim is the way to go.

4. There is no “doing” without mistakes. What is the company’s response? Reward success, learn from mistakes.

5. Fear fosters knowing-doing gaps, so drive out fear.

6. Beware of false analogies: fight the competition, not each other. Again, I see this is part of the fear issue. Fun and games are fine. Mortal combat isn’t.

7. Measure what matters and what can help turn knowledge into action. Measures are chain saws. Use them, but carefully and on trees.

8. What leaders do, how they spend their time and how they allocate resources, matters. As our children watch us, we watch our leaders, even when neither they nor we realize it. We’re back to actions speaking louder than words.

Lots of good advice, all of it, as the authors readily admit, is easier said than done. In the perfect world, we wouldn’t need this book. We would learn these lessons through experiences early in our careers and build on them as we take on more complex assignments. In the meantime, this book helps us build awareness. And it reminds us to ask our consultants not only for education but for help in turning our learning into action. 

