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Abstract

A significant challenge for organisations is to ensure that lessons are learned and that
mistakes of the past are not repeated. Both the knowledge and project management
literature suggests that the lessons learned process in practice rarely happens, and when it
does it is usually concerned with lessons identification rather than organisational learning
taking place. It appears that there are limited models for management to use to
conceptualise what organisational learning is and therefore how to enable it. This paper
describes how a Systemic Lessons Learned Knowledge (Syllk) model (a variation of the
Swiss cheese model) can enable project organisations to conceptualise how they can learn
from past project experiences and distribute successful project know-how across an
organisational network of elements such as learning, culture, social, technology, process
and infrastructure.
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1. Introduction

There is an organisational need to successfully manage projects and day to day business
activities, to learn from success and failure, and to capture, disseminate and apply lessons
learned (Burr, 2009; Ministry of Defence, 2010; Office of Inspector General, 2012). In
practice organisational learning from projects rarely happens, and when it does it fails to
deliver the intended results (Atkinson et al., 2006; Kerzner, 2009; Klakegg et al., 2010;
Milton, 2010; Schindler and Eppler, 2003; Williams, 2008).

In this paper we apply a conceptual model, hereafter referred to as the Systemic Lessons
Learned Knowledge model or Syllk (pronounced Silk) model, which is a variation of
Reasondés (1997, 2000) Swiss cheese moadnthitty, ( Duf f i e
2015). Whereas the Swiss cheese model appropriately fits accident causation, the Syllk
model is better suited to the organisation managing projects and day to day business
activities.

The organisation at the centre of this research is a large government departmental
branch that identified a need to share project knowledge. The branch identified that the
implementation of the Syllk model would benefit the organisation to understand the
knowledge management barriers and facilitators associated with lessons learned. The
dissemination and application of lessons learned through projects are critical to
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organisational programs and projects achieving success (Disterer, 2002). Lindner and Wald
(2011) point out a gap in project management practice and suggest there is a need for more
research in understanding the role Knowledge Management (KM) plays in project
management methodologies. Williams (2008, p. 262) also argues that there is a need for fi .
wider research into how lessons [from projects] can be disseminated throughout an
organization and incorporated into organizational practiceo .

The paper begins with a literature review exploring the Syllk model leading to the
research question. We then describe the project under the study and the applied research
methodology action research. Finally, we discuss the findings within the framework of the
literature, the limitations and challenges and speculate on practical applications and future
research opportunities.

2. Literature review

The scope of the literature review is contained in what is known about the Syllk model as
it embraces organisational knowledge and lessons learned mechanisms.J ames Reasonoés
(1997) work on safety, learning and just culture highlights many similarities with project
management lessons learned (Duhon and Elias, 2008). R e a 61997, @09H0) Swiss
cheese model conceptualises organisational accidents as a complex chain of active failures
and latent conditions. The Swiss cheese model layers implement the defences in depth,
where one identifies that systems and processes have errors (holes) in them, which are
necessarily brought about by human factors, and there are defence layers to prevent
accidents from occurring (Reason, 1997). The Swiss cheese model has also been adapted
with operational feedback to make improvements to management practices the same way it
does for technical issues (Hayes, 2009).

The Syllk model (Figure 1) is derived by Duffield and Whitty (2012; 2015). In line with
complex adaptive systems theory, it represents the various organisational systems or
functions (in terms of elements) that collectively drive the overall behaviour of the
organisaton.Conceptwually it is an adaptation of Reason
where Reason's (1997) defence (barrier) layers are replaced with the organisational
elements of learning, culture, social, technology, process and infrastructure. The reverse
relationship refers to the fact that the open holes (facilitators) in each element represent the
various facilitators (lessons learned practices) within each of those elements that need to be
aligned to enable the effective dissemination and application of the identified lessons. The
Syllk model is also able to assist in identifying the knowledge management negative
impediments (barriers) that need to be overcome for effective lessons learned (Collison,
2006; Duffield and Whitty, 2012; Duffield and Whitty, 2015; Leal-Rodriguez et al., 2014;
Riege, 2005; Virolainen, 2014).
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Figure 1 The Systemic Lessons Learned Knowledge Model
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Leal-Rodriguez et al.(2014) have shown how the Syllk model supports the construct of
information sharing and knowledge integration where information and knowledge are
exchanged between an organisation and its suppliers, customers and partners. Virolainen
(2014) highlighted that the Syllk model elements of people culture play an important role in
learning from projects. Hedman et al. (2015) explain how the Syllk model shows that for
organisations to learn, people and systems (processes and technology) needs to be working
and that this combination is the best way of organisational learning.

3. Research question

What is missing from the literature is a conceptual model for organisations that clearly
articulates how lessons learned and day to day business activity experiences can be
embedded in organisational systems and people. With this in mind the overarching research
guestion is:

[RQ] Can the Systemic Lessons Learned Knowledge (Syllk) model enable organisations

to learn from past project experiences?

4. Research methodology

Problem-solving project

This study took place at a branch of a large division of a government organisation.
Following a P3M3 (Portfolio, Program & Project Management Maturity) assessment, the
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branch acknowledged a need to develop a framework for capturing and utilising lessons
learnt from projects. They identified that the implementation of the Syllk model would benefit
the organisation, and consequently the KM project was endorsed by executive management
in June 2013.

Action research suitability to this research

Action research was selected as the most suitable methodology to answer the research
guestion as the research is focused on business change management, organisational
learning and project management body of knowledge (Baskerville, 1999; Baskerville and
Wood-Harper, 1996; Raelin, 1998; Susman and Evered, 1978; Zuber-Skerritt and Perry,
2002). Avison et al. (1999) and McKay and Marshall (2001) both highlight the significant
contributions that action research has had on information systems, people and
organisations. Avison et al. (1999) found that action research type activities are related to
lessons learned from particular projects, case studies, systems design and software
engineering projects. Action research has also been used in project management research
to implement organisational change (Sankaran et al., 2009), knowledge management
systems (Mau, 2005; Orr, 2006; Sankaran, 2009; Sankaran et al., 2009; Walker and
Sankaran, 2014; Walker, 2007). Orr and Sankaran (2007) recognised a direct link with
project management, action research, complexity and the development of reflective
practitioners in a project environment. Ragsdell (2009) highlights the adoption of action
research on knowledge management studies has the potential to address and overcome
knowledge sharing barriers.

The action research method applied to this study, consisted of multiple spiral action
research cycles of the 4 stage process (plan, action, observe and reflect) adapted from
Zubert-Skerritt in Altrichter et al. (2002), McKay and Marshall (2001), McNiff and Whitehead
(2002). Action research methodology was applied to this study in 9 steps consisting of 3
cycles as shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2 ‘ Action research steps applied to this study
Initial Planning Action Reflect
(Focus Groups Observe
& Interviews) > (cycle 2) > (cycle 3)

1 4 7
Research
Action Reflect Exit
Observe Plan
(cycle 1) (cycle 2) (cycle 3)
= 5 8
Reflect Action Plan, Action,
Plan Observe Observe &
(cycle 1) (cycle 3) Reflect
3 6 (cycle n+1) o

Source: Adapted from Zubert-Skerritt in Altrichter et al. (2002), McKay and
Marshall (2001), McNiff and Whitehead (2002)
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Action research methods of analysis

The qualitative data collected (meeting records (hard copies and audio), project
documents and observations during each action research cycle) was evaluated using a
general inductive approach to help in identifying what is working well and what needs
improving (Thomas, 2006) and identifying lessons learned from the research (Mau, 2005).
The general inductive analysis method (Thomas, 2006) has been used and adapted in some
action research related projects (Day et al., 2006; Orr, 2006).

5.  Findings
Step 1) Initial planning

The initial planning stage (Figure 2, step 1) for this study consisted of interviews with two
directors followed by two focus groups of project practitioners (20 participants). The interview
and focus groups verified the Syllk model based on questioning and structuring of the
problem. The focus groups identified the barriers and facilitators that impact the Syllk model
within the branch (Appendix 1). KM practices identified in KM literature (APQC, 2012;
Duffield and Whitty, 2012; Duffield and Whitty, 2015; Tan et al., 2009) were then aligned with
each of the Syllk elements to best facilitate learning and address the identified barriers. A
KM framework and associated implementation plan were developed. The KM practices were
further refined into KM independent variables (interventions and initiatives) to support the
development of an IKnow(Branch) implementation plan (refer to Table 1). The interventions
and initiatives were developed by the branch team in discussion with the researcher.

Table 1 KM independent variables (interventions and initiatives)
1%] (2] [2]
Cycle 1 % Cycle 2 .E Cycle 3 %
IKnow(Branch) & (sub-Branch)CK n (sub-Branch)CK &
Best Practice Directory Pl Best Practice Directory [Capital Infrastructure Requirements] | Best Practice Directory [Capital Infrastructure Requirements] |
Lessons Learned Pl Lessons Learned [Project Reviews, Building Performance Evaluatibns]Lessons Learned [Project Reviews, Building Performance Evaluatior
Story telling Tl  Stories [Storytelling part of (sub-Branch)CK-CoP] Pl Stories [Storytelling part of (sub-Branch)CK-CoP, lunch box talks] |
Questions and Answers NI Questions and Answers [Social Media] Tl Questions and Answers [Social Media] PI
Communities of Practice |  Communities of Practice I Communities of Practice [(sub-Branch)CK CoP, Interface meetingd]
Special Interest Groups Tl (sub- Branch)CK [Special Interest Groups/Social Media sub-group$] (sub-Branch)CK [Special Interest Groups/Social Media sub-group$]l
Portal Tl Portal [Social Media - (sub-Branch)CK] Tl Portal [Social Media [Yammer] - (sub-Branch)CK] Pl
Yellow Pages NI (sub-Branch)CK Connect [Social Media] Tl (sub-Branch)CK Connect [Social Media [Yammer]] Pl
Knowledge Audit Tl (sub-Branch)CK Knowledge Audit PI
E-learning NI

Mentoring / buddying NI
Performance appraisals Tl

Implemented |

Part implemented PI
Tried to implement T1
No implementation NI

Step 2) Action and Observe (cycle 1)

The KM independent variables (interventions and initiatives) formed the schedule of tasks
assigned to Community of Practice (CoP) members. The interventions and initiatives
consisted of common KM practices such as the development of best practice directories,
lesson learned logs, storytelling and the establishment of a CoP. The CoP enabled the
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establishment of special interest subi groups and that provided an opportunity to allow
participants to ask questions about relevant knowledge topics of interest. Various meetings
and activities took place over a period of six months with a focus on the interventions and
initiatives highlighted in Table 1 (IKnow(Branch) i cycle 1).

Step 3) Reflect and Plan (cycle 1)

A CoP reflection meetingwas held,and partici pant s comments wer e
on the KM project, the study research variables and the Syllk model. The reflection planning
activity identified a need to change the focus from a Branch (IKnow(Branch)) initiative to a
sub-Branch ((sub-Branch) Community of Knowledge (CK)) initiative. Some of the
interventions and initiatives (Table 1 (sub-Branch)CK - cycle 2) were scaled back (such as e-
learning, mentoring/buddying and alignment to performance appraisals), others were aligned
with capabilities and resources available to the Branch (best practice directories, lessons
learned project reviews and written stories). When reflecting on the impact of the Syllk model
a CoP participant stated that:

When we did our workshop t o ovethdnturtherlobkedckatthelSpllk k er s [ b
model é for our project what is becoming clear is h
[stories], because without that, the project was going nowhere. So for us having a platform was

using the Syllk model. The technology became the critical element to getting right and then

working with the other elements could happen at their own timeframe, but without technology

nothing gelled together.

Step 4) Action and Observe (cycle 2)

The KM independent variables (interventions and initiatives - Table 1 ((sub-Branch)CK -
cycle 2)) formed the revised schedule of tasks assigned to the CoP members. Various
meetings and activities took place over a period of nine months. The interventions and
initiatives of best practice directories took the form of establishing baseline project
requirements. Lesson learned activities consisted of project reviews and building
performance evaluations an industry best practice (Preiser, 2005). Storytelling started to
take shape within the Branch, and the CoP became an active participant group. An attempt
was made to develop an intranet portal and use available social media tools to connect, ask
guestions and share knowledge and information.

Step 5) Reflect and Plan (cycle 2)

A CoP reflection meetingwas held,and partici pantds comments wer €
on the KM project, the study research variables and the Syllk model. One initiative
(Knowledge Audit) was scaled back. The remaining interventions and initiatives were further
aligned with capabilities and resources available to the Branch (Table 1 (sub-Branch)CK -
cycle 3).
The following noteworthy findings came out in the reflection activity. The sub-Branch
commenced using best practice directories containing defined project requirements. Building
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performance evaluations, lessons learned, and project reviews were more evident in project
meetings and stories were being shared in relevant forums as a CoP participant stated that
i n team me &towledgesharing ékercise we do is those building performance
evaluationso .

The knowledge audit mapped and identified sub-Branch knowledge into 4 categories: (1)
Market knowledge i what we do; (2) Human centred knowledge i who you work with, how
you work; (3) Organisational knowledge i how you do it; and (4) Intellectual property
knowledge 1 special knowledge (Brooking, 1999). One of the outcomes of the knowledge
audit was identifying knowledge, information and data enablers (facilitators) and blockers
(barriers) aligned and mapped to the Syllk model. The CoP participant leading the
knowledge audit stated that:

What | am finding though is that it [knowledge audit] really is trying to understand what is this

information actuallypr ovi ding us? ... So |l etds | ook daat Mar ket
you are working on and with whom, and how is this work documented and where can it be found?

So it is about information, but it is about where the information is stored and how you can get to

that, and who you most often collaborate with.

Step 6) Action and Observe (cycle 3)

The KM independent variables (interventions and initiatives) formed the revised schedule
of tasks assigned to the CoP members. Various meetings and activities took place over a
period of eight months with a focus on the activities highlighted in Table 1 ((sub-Branch)CK -
cycle 3). Steady progress of associated initiatives and activities occurred during this phase
of the project.

Step 7) Reflect (cycle 3)

A CoP reflection meetingwas held,and partici pantés comments wer e
on the KM project, the study research variables and the Syllk model. The Syllk facilitators,
barriers and KM practices (Appendix 1) were reviewed and framed against the Table 1
((sub-Branch)CK - cycle 3) interventions and initiatives. The following noteworthy findings
came out in the reflection activity. The sub-Branch expanded the telling of stories into lunch
box talks, and the use of Yammer as a social portal and questions and answer forum started
to take hold within the Branch. One of the CoP participants said:

We are now trying to use Yammer more. That is something that [the Branch] have tried to use
because it is like a quick, immediate success story for [the Branch] ... one of our strategies is a
quick-win arrangement ... with getting some new stories out there.

Step 8 - 9) Research Exit (cycle 3); On-going Plan, Action, Observe and Reflect

The research component of the KM project exited the action research process. The KM
project found the action research process a valuable exercise and decided to carry on with
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the action research cycles as they continued with the implementation of the KM framework
and associated activities highlighted in Table 1 ((sub-Branch)CK - cycle 3).

0. Discussion

Wiring an organisation with knowledge/lessons learned

It has been shown by the action research cycles and highlighted during the reflection
stages, that the identified Syllk model facilitators and barriers need to be well understood
and managed for effective wiring of an organisation. Understanding organisational
facilitators/barriers and the associated KM practices and tools offers an opportunity to reflect
and learn from past experiences (Kotnour and Vergopia, 2005).

The findings from the action research provide evidence that an organisation can be wired
for knowledge/lessons learned. Figure 3 is an example of how the Syllk model works
enabling the executive and senior management to conceptualise how organisational know-
how is wired across various systems of an organisation for knowledge/lessons learned. The
highlighted knowledge variables of the Syllk model elements shown in Figure 3 were found
to be the most dynamic for the organisation participating in the action research. The action
research outcomes showed that an organisation is not a simple structure but a complex
interweaving (through the Syllk elements) of people and systems.

The knowledge/lessons learned know-how commences with learning where storytelling
and storytelling skills come together. The knowledge or skill of telling a good story is in the
heads and gestures of employees and those who have the skill should be acknowledged
and identified and those that need the skill should be provided with a learning and
development toolkit and training courses. To be good at storytelling, we need an effective
organisation culture. A storytelling culture needs to be seen and felt across the organisation.
This comes through in the conversations (and actions) from senior management as they
demonstrate that they believe sharing stories, exchanging ideas, building relationships and
communities is important and they fund (within reason) activities that enable it. Having a
strong link to organisational objectives as part of a cultural renewal strategy to improve
communications by creating more opportunities for leaders to connect with their teams,
strengthen communication networks and increase employee consultation. The cultural
message is, we think there is significant value in sharing stories and anecdotes about our
experiences, and we are going to make time for that activity. Social is where the organisation
invests in social structures that enable knowledge and lessons learned to take place. These
might be regular or periodical communities of practice meetings, storytelling forums, special
interest groups and social media (yammer) sub-groups. There might be other structures
such as lunch and learn sessions (lunch box talks) or team meetings. A technical x-change
forum is not going to just happen, it requires all the other elements to align and work
together.

Technology is needed to help facilitate the knowledge/lessons learned know-how and in
this organisation a web intranet portal and Yammer platform met the needs. Technology
provides a knowledge library home, a communication medium, links to process/templates,
links to where knowledge can be found in the organisation and learning development tools.
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The process helps to embed knowledge/lessons learned through strategic initiatives and the
provision of a framework, process and templates. The use of best practice directories,
lessons learned reviews and building performance evaluation forums works well in this
organisation. Identifying that learning happens before, during and after and that reflection
activities have a major impact on learning. Having the infrastructure in place enables and
facilitates open and frank knowledge sharing. Without the physical space for valued and
open (remember our cultural values and beliefs) to take place, all the other activities will go
to waste. Without high-quality intranet accessibility and availability, the knowledge/lessons
learned sharing medium will be affected. There is a need for management support, experts
and leaders to enable the learning, culture and social elements.

Figure 3 Organisational wiring for knowledge/lessons learned

Learning Culture Social Technology Process Infrastructure
Knowledge or a skill Beliefs (what'strue)and How we relate to each other Optimum use of Explicit processes What's required to
that enables the values (what's right & and the structure that technology. (Embedding knowledge  support and enable the
individual to be more important). enable relationships. management). organisation to
effective. function.

Toolkits
Assistance from
experts
Physical spaces
Intranet accessibilit
and availabilit
Management suppori}
Communal knowledgg

Societies
Associations

Building Communities|
one from Leadership)

Publish and search
technologies
Search engines
Mobile and tablet

Leadership Mentoring/Buddying Team meetings

Experience Empowering staff Story telling forums devices Story boards
Listening Managing change Questions &Answers Training Strategic initiative
Creativity E-Learning Performance Appraisals

Experimenting Promoting conversation

Adaptability Communities of Practice

Online conversatiol
Storytelling skills Lunch & Leam session
Learning echnical X-Change

development toolkit
Libraries (Stories,

lessons learned etc)

Individual learning

Breakfast sessions
Knowledge cafe’s
Network Coffeg

Knowledge Audit

Limitations and challenges

Greenwood and Levin (20 0-va)dityrofiagtiobnlrésegatech t hat Acr e«
knowledge is measured according to whether actions that arise from the research solve
problems (workability) and increase participants' controlove r t hei r si tuati onso.
research project, action research was conducted in an organisational context and was met
with external constraints that impacted the ability to resolve some of the problems being
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addressed. According to Greenwood and Levin (2007) they argue that in such a situation it
would be harsh to conclude the action research project lacked credibility or validity if it is
shown that learning had taken place in some form and that stakeholders were willing to
accept and act on the collectively arrived at results.

Implications for research and practice

The findings from this research form a sound structure for future research studies based
on the application of the Syllk model. This research supports the premise that to successfully
manage projects and day to day business activities the learning process is challenged by
many barriers. Future research themes could focus on how the Syllk model wiring can be
embedded in a learning organisation.

7. Conclusion

This research study is focussed on exploring whether the Syllk model can enable
organisations to learn from past experiences. The study suggests that by reconceptualising
knowledge and lessons learned the Syllk model can influence organisation learning. This
study has established that the alignment of the Syllk model people and system elements
(learning, culture, social, technology, process and infrastructure) has the potential to
positively influence organisation learning. Finally, the findings contribute to the project and
knowledge management literature and provide an opportunity to improve organisational
project knowledge sharing to ensure that organisations apply lessons learned.
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Appendix 1

Syllk facilitators, barriers, KM practices and framework (Cycle 1)
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