Knowledge Transfer
and Innovation

Deﬁning the dramatic shift
in knowledge transfer strategies.

One of the signiﬁcant challenges business
leaders are faced with in the 21st Century is how
to transfer knowledge from one generation to
the next. This challenge is particularly important
as you look at creating an innovative culture.
Every generation, other than the Millennials, are
technology immigrants. Millennials are the ﬁrst
generation to be born in the land of technology.
They are also the ﬁrst generation to live their
entire lives with the speed of change necessary
in a 21st-century innovative culture.
Workplace demographics compound the
challenges associated with these changes. Many
senior leaders in organizations have been in
their roles for countless years and may well be
applying outdated communications, leadership,
and knowledge transfer techniques to a new
generation of employees. On top of that, there is
a large demographic shift looming in the
workforce. Every day, 10,000 Baby Boomers
retire,1 and by 2025, 75% of the workforce will
be made up of Millennials, the largest share in
history.2

This mass exodus of Baby Boomers from the
workforce presents a generational challenge to
an organization’s transfer of knowledge.
Throughout history, organizations have relied
on typical socialization techniques as a means
of knowledge transfer. With workers previously
“climbing the ladder,” it was normal for older
employees to take a younger worker “under
their wing” and transfer tacit knowledge via
storytelling, celebrations, and day-to-day
interaction. These methods may have been
eﬀective in the past, but now, negative
generational perceptions strain relations
between older and younger generations and
thus limit the amount of quality interactions.3
The strenuous relationship between
generations has made transferring important
knowledge that much more diﬃcult. Aside from
the generational perceptions, the lack of
development for ﬁrst-time leaders impacts the
process, as well.
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A recent study from EY noted, “46% of US
managers have been managing for over 10
years. The issue here is that most of these
managers have not received any type of
leadership training. A majority of these folks
were very good at what they did so upper
management promoted them to lead others
under the assumption they would be able to
pass their knowledge down. Without formal
leadership development and knowledge
transfer strategies in place, being good at a job
does not mean you will be good at leading
others to do the same job.4”
In the 20th Century, time was on the employer’s
side. Younger workers could “watch and learn”
until they were ready to move into more
signiﬁcant roles. This is certainly no longer the
case.
Time is not on the employer’s side. Having a
knowledge transfer strategy is critical for all
organizations. Knowledge transfer is widely
recognized as a major challenge across all
industries. Our experience has shown it to be an
even bigger challenge when organizations are

In the 20th Century, time

looking to create innovative cultures. Much of
the natural learning cycle in the 20th Century
did not allow for organic, innovative growth and
thinking. Knowledge transfer tended to be
tenure-based.
21st-century leaders need to understand the
dramatic shift in knowledge transfer strategies.
Failure to understand this very signiﬁcant
evolution of leadership will prove costly to many
organizations. Organizations that embrace an
innovative culture, and understand the need for
generational collaboration, will develop a
signiﬁcant strategic advantage.
A major piece of the puzzle is getting current
leaders to understand critical 21st-century
leadership techniques. Leaders must adapt to
21st-century followers. Additionally, businesses
must proactively invest in developing their
future leaders. Part of developing leaders in the
21st Century is getting all leaders, both current
and future, to understand generational
diﬀerences and leadership techniques. There is
a radical diﬀerence between 21st- and
20th-century knowledge transfer techniques.
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20th-Century Traditional Knowledge Transfer
STAGE 1

STAGE 2

STAGE 3

STAGE 4

Unconscious
Incompetence

Conscious
Incompetence

Conscious
Competence

Unconscious
Competence

STAGE 1 | UNCONSCIOUS INCOMPETENCE








Is not aware of the existence or relevance
of the skill area.
Is not aware that s/he has a particular
deﬁciency in the area concerned.
Might deny the relevance or usefulness of
the new skill.
Must become conscious of his/her
incompetence before development of the
new skill or learning can begin.

STAGE 3 | CONSCIOUS COMPETENCE









STAGE 2 | CONSCIOUS INCOMPETENCE










Becomes aware of the existence and
relevance of the skill.



Becomes aware of his or her deﬁciency in
this area, ideally by attempting or trying to
use the skill.
Realizes that by improving his/her skill or
ability in this area, his/her eﬀectiveness will
improve.
Has a measure of the extent of his/her
deﬁciency in the relevant skill, and a
measure of what level of skill is required
for his/herown competence.
Makes a commitment to learn and practice
the new skill and to move to the ‘conscious
competence’ stage.

Achieves ‘conscious competence’ in a skill
when s/he can perform it reliably at will.
Will need to concentrate and think in order
to perform the skill.
Can perform the skill without assistance.
Will not reliably perform the skill unless
thinking about it; the skill is not yet ‘second
nature’ or ‘automatic.’
Should be able to demonstrate the skill to
another, but is unlikely to be able to teach
it well to another person.
Should ideally continue to practice the new
skill, and if appropriate commit to
becoming‘unconsciously competent’ at the
new skill.

STAGE 4 | UNCONSCIOUS COMPETENCE






Practices so much that the skills enter the
unconscious parts of the brain and
become 'second nature.'
Performs certain skills while doing
something else, for example, knitting while
reading a book.
Might be able to teach others in the skill
concerned.
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20th-Century Traditional Knowledge Transfer
KEY POINTS


The learner always begins at Stage 1 and ends at Stage 4.



It is not possible to jump stages.











It's essential to establish awareness of a weakness or
training need prior to arranging for training.
The aim is to move the person into the 'conscious
competence' stage by demonstrating the skill or ability
and the beneﬁt that it will bring to the person's
eﬀectiveness.
After some time of being in Stage 4, a person might
actually have diﬃculty in explaining exactly how they
perform a skill.
Long-standing unconscious competence needs to be
checked periodically against new standards.
People can regress to previous stages, particularly from
Stage 4 to Stage 3, or from Stage 3 to Stage 2, if they fail
to practice their skills.
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21st-Century Cross-Generational Knowledge Transfer
M
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IC CHAN
GE
NAM
DY

REQUIRES

PRO

IC LEARN
NAM
ING
DY

SOLUTION

STAGE 1 | UNCONSCIOUS INCOMPETENCE


Age and experience are irrelevant.



Tenure in the organization is irrelevant.













May occur multiple times in very short time
cycles; daily, weekly, etc.
Does not deny the relevance or usefulness
of new skills.
Embraces learning as part of gaining and
sustaining competitive advantage.
Willingly admits when unconscious
incompetence occurs, knowing that the
incompetence may occur with others as well.
Equates the discovery of incompetence to
“ﬁnding a puzzle piece” in the journey to
realizing organizational vision.
Identifying incompetence is not a failure,
but an opportunity.

STAGE 3 | CONSCIOUS COMPETENCE






















Identiﬁes incompetency gaps and considers
it a vulnerability, but not a weakness.



Requires transparency; one must admit
their incompetence to themselves and
others.





Acts immediately to ﬁll incompetence gaps
via active questioning, research, and
learning.
Considers incompetence a threat to
relevance.



Understands their role in closing
incompetency gaps to the overall success
of the organization.



Able to set personal pride aside and seek
help and answers.

Creates conditions that enable focus in a
dynamic, mass-information environment.
Can perform the skill without assistance but
values the input of teammates to ensure it is
done eﬃciently.
Understands that anything considered
‘second nature’ is a temporary state and that
as conditions change, new learning may be
required.
Willing to share what they know at all times
and respects the learning of others.
Willing to constantly learn to sustain
competence.

STAGE 4 | UNCONSCIOUS COMPETENCE

STAGE 2 | CONSCIOUS INCOMPETENCE


Recognizes that conscious competence is
only relevant based on the current conditions
that may change at any moment.

Occurs at any age, experience level, or
tenure.
Eagerly willing to share knowledge, and looks
to ﬁll knowledge gaps on their team.
Understands that knowledge is power, and
power enables the organization to contribute
to the greater good and achievement of
organizational vision.
Recognizes that multitasking is a learned skill
for some, it is an inherited trait for others.
Realizes the strength of multitasking, along
with the dangers associated with lack of focus.
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21st-Century Cross-Generational Knowledge Transfer
KEY POINTS














The learner can be at any stage at any time, and progress
through them very rapidly.
Jumping stages is unlikely, but the period of time in a
stage can be very brief.
Acknowledgement of a gap in knowledge is not a
weakness. It is an exercise in transparency.
People must understand their knowledge/wisdom skills
and share them liberally. The goal is to move rapidly
from unconscious incompetence to conscious
competence as an organization. Someone must see their
gaps and ﬁll them internally to gain and maintain
competitive advantage.
A brand-new employee may have equally valuable
knowledge to an employee of 20 years. Each of them
must be willing to use their unconscious competence to
cover the unconscious incompetence of the other.
The goal of everyone in the organization should be to
move through multiple cycles all of the time to identify
changes in the environment, align those changes with
problems they aim to solve, and solve organizational
competence gaps as rapidly as possible. This is dynamic
learning.
Dynamic learning must be part of all healthy
organizational cultures in the 21st Century.
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21st-century knowledge transfer requires cross-generational
commitment to dynamic learning. In the 21st Century, the rate
of information exchange and dynamic change is continuous and
not exclusive to any single generation. To learn at the speed of
change and maintain a competitive advantage, organizations
need to learn both continuously and across generational
boundaries. The answers to organizational problems often
reside inside the organization, and leaders must demonstrate
the humility to admit their incompetence and leverage all of
the talent inside of their teams to close the competency gaps.
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Missing the Mark
Many organizations are missing the mark when it comes to implementing disciplined processes around
knowledge transfer. Over half (57%) of Boomers report that they have shared half or less of the knowledge
needed to perform their job responsibilities with those who will assume their positions when they retire.
Even more daunting than that, only 18% have shared all of their knowledge to their successor.5
If the statistics prove the demographic shift is an absolute certainty, then why are organizations not taking
knowledge transfer seriously? The biggest hindrance to knowledge transfer in organizations has been
reported as the lack of a formalized knowledge transfer approach.6 When more than half of retiring
workers admit to not sharing their knowledge with the younger workers in their company, there is a
problem that needs to be addressed.

Over half (57%) of Boomers report that
they have shared half or less of the
knowledge needed to perform their
job responsibilities with those
who will assume their positions
when they retire.
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This Leaves Organizations with Two Choices
Organizations that address knowledge
transfer as a key strategic objective will
position themselves ahead of their competition.
By acknowledging the signiﬁcance, and thus
being proactive in knowledge transfer strategies,
these organizations will maximize the talent
their new hires bring. Combining talent with
institutional knowledge will give the entire team
the best chance to succeed. Eﬀective knowledge
sharing strategies allow organizations to move
quicker and be more productive. From a cultural
standpoint, integrating knowledge transfer
strategies into a team will enhance relationships
and produce a more open and collaborative
culture.

Organizations that choose to ignore knowledge
transfer challenges will put themselves at a
strategic disadvantage compared to their
competitors. With such a vast demographic shift
happening, organizations are replacing older,
sometimes lifelong, members with young talent.
Even though these new teammates are talented,
they will not reach their full potential without the
institutional capital possessed by the tenured team
members. Without proper knowledge transfer
strategies, knowledge workers will waste on
average 5.33 hours a week awaiting/recreating
information that already exists internally.7 The
frustration with not being able to gather the
information necessary to be successful is damaging
to the bottom line. Fortune 500 companies lose
$31.5 billion a year from employees failing to share
knowledge eﬀectively.8
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