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Delivering for departments

An assessment of departmental benefits from the Knowledge Network

1 Introduction 

1.1 [image: image1.png]This document contains the results of an exercise carried out over the past 2 and a half months (November 2001 – December 2002) to assess the current state of departmental participation in the briefing capacity of the Knowledge Network.

The assessment

1.2 The exercise looks at the 2 aspects of work which the Knowledge Network Project has developed over the past 2 years to improve the way in which departments are able to share information and knowledge internally, and more radically to introduce a new capacity for information and knowledge to be shared automatically across the government community.

1.3 The 2 aspects of work have taken place over different timescales:

· During 1999-2000, the main focus of activity with the departments was on working individually with each department to introduce a series of internal departmental briefing systems;  

· During this period, the main tasks to be carried out at the strategic level were to construct a robust business case to obtain Treasury funding for the central Knowledge Network, and thereafter to carry out successful tendering, procurement and contract negotiations to enable construction to begin of the central Knowledge Network;

· In the second year (2000-2001) of the Knowledge Network, the balance of activity changed.  With most departments now having had internal briefing systems developed for them by the KN team, attention shifted to the development and deployment of the central Knowledge Network infrastructure which would knit together these relatively young departmental systems in a common government-wide capacity;

· The work to bring together these 2 aspects of work culminated during October 2001 with the successful deployment of the central Knowledge Network – the first example in the world of any government deploying an integrated, government-wide knowledge sharing system.

1.4 The exercise that forms the basis of this document  is an analysis of departmental responses to a letter sent from Lord Macdonald to Cabinet colleagues, asking for a range of information about the performance and benefits of their internal departmental KN systems.

1.5 The most important finding of the assessment is the high correlation between maturity of departmental systems and embedded success.  In other words, the longer that KN departmental systems have been in operation, the better their performance has been.  

1.6 This suggests that the underlying rationale behind the Knowledge Network is robust and sound, given that it grows with experience, rather than diminishes;

Benefits for staff and departments

1.7 There are a number of general themes/findings which can be gleaned from taking the departmental returns as a whole.

The Knowledge Network has already delivered real improvements in departments’ internal knowledge sharing

1.8 “Ministers, Private Offices, Departmental Communications Units and key policy officials now have access to up to date core briefing; Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs), key speeches, Parliamentary Questions and Press Releases.  This information would previously have been stored in different formats and places, but is now stored centrally.” (Home Office questionnaire return – January 2002)

1.9 “Access to information on the department’s key messages and aims has certainly been improved.  Information available ranges from statements of broad policy principle to detailed rebuttals of specific points.  The latter proved useful in co-ordinating departmental responses to media coverage of the Foot and Mouth epidemic.”  [DEFRA questionnaire return, 13th December 2001]

1.10 “The introduction of the DTI’s electronic briefing system. briefing@dti, has resulted in everyone in the Department with access to the DTI’s intranet being able to draw upon a wide range of material.  This includes ministerial speeches, press announcements, parliamentary business, daily breakdown of departmental activities as well as briefing and policy information on departmental issues.  Those with remote access to the system, including Ministers who are out of the office and duty press officers, can refer to up to date information wherever they are and obtain the information much quicker than would otherwise have been possible.”  (DTI questionnaire return, 16th December 2001)

1.11 “Information is available on a 24/7 basis.  This saves both Private Office and policy officials time and reduces the need for policy officials to be called out of hours at home.  CHIP has become the preferred point of contact for Ministers, Private Offices and the Media Centre.  Policy leads and statistical advisers now work together to provide joint briefing across a wide range of the department’s policies.  This ensures that information is both timely and consistent.”  [DoH questionnaire return, November 2001]

1.12 “The introduction of the MOD KN has improved internally the sharing of knowledge, but only within the limited community of KN users.  In a survey conducted during the initial implementation of the pilot project, approximately 74 per cent of respondents agreed that the MOD KN gave wider visibility of departmental issues and how they were being managed.  The issue of wider visibility across MOD of the information held on the MOD KN is being resolved.”  [MOD questionnaire return, November 2001]

1.13 “It is comforting to know that there is a wealth of general information at my fingertips.  When writing a Ministerial speech, the first thing I do is look on CHIP for information that might be useful – for example recent announcements, parliamantary debates, quotes and general background on associated policies.  It provides an excellent background on which to build.”  [DoH Project Manager, Policy Management, November 2001]

1.14 “Information is now instantly available to Ministers’ offices, Special Advisers, Parly Branch and Press Office.  Previously, much of this material was available in different places across the network or not at all.”  [DCMS questionnaire return, November 2001]

1.15 “Regularly updated core policy briefing in the shape of key messages, supporting facts, parliamentary questions, media transcripts, quotes, lobby briefings and links to associated documents and internet sites – which were previously only accessible via fax, phone call, or e-mail are now available on line.  The release of an Internet version will expand the viewing audience to 47,000.  Using the same functionality, previously distributed postal circulations such as the DWP news diary, press releases and research documentation papers are now available on line.”  [DWP questionnaire return, December 2001]

1.16 “Having access to Bard (the Home Office KN system) at home takes away a lot of the pressure of doing duties.  Journalists will still call out of the blue on unfamiliar subjects, but we are far better equipped and less vulnerable to bolts out if the blue.  Rather than rifling through literally hundreds of bits of paper stored at home, we can just tap in a word and wait for the system to pull up the relevant information.  It’s not just our own briefing that is easier to access, archive press releases and some speeches are on the system.  Duty work can be high pressured and stressful, but we are equipping our press officers as well as we possible can to ensure our key customers, ministers and journalists, receive the best possible service out of hours.”  (Home Office questionnaire return, January 2002)

Officials are already using the KN to get a broader feel of wider departmental and government policies, rather than simply their own area or department

1.17 “I no longer have to search an internal directory to find out who is responsible for a specific dossier, and then phone them to ask for the latest state of play in their area.  I can just look it up on the KN.  This makes it much easier to keep up to date with wider departmental policies as a whole.”  [DEFRA official, 13th December 2001]

1.18 “The Knowledge Network has proved an invaluable source of information especially when I am the duty press officer for the Department on weekday nights and weekends.  It enables me to search quickly and easily for concise policy briefings and statistics when a policy spans more than one department.”  [DoH Press Officer, November 2001]

1.19 “One of the first parts of the DTI to benefit from electronic knowledge sharing was the Small Business Service.  They were regularly bombarded with many separate briefing requests and in an effort to reduce the pressures, they placed over 30 core briefs onto briefing@dti and then pointed all those requesting information to the site.  This also removed the need to produce voluminous hard-copied monthly Q&A briefs.  Most directorates are beginning to think along the same lines as the SBS, which will lead to a greater shift in knowledge sharing in electronic form in the near future.”  (DTI questionnaire return, 16th December 2001)

1.20 “The search facility enables easy location of briefing material across Government on particular issues so the interests of those departments in particular issues can quickly be assessed.  The alternative is to search each Government Department’s external website in the hope of finding relevant material.  This can save several hours of fruitless searching.”  [DEFRA official, 13th December 2001]

1.21 “Primarily the advantage has come with the Department’s ability to quickly access and update core briefing.  The parliamentary links to Hansard provide instant access for everyone in the Department to all DCMS Parliamentary business and to cross-government business of interest to the Department.”  [DCMS questionnaire return, November 2001]

The Knowledge Network is beginning to bring efficiencies and quality improvements in the briefing and knowledge sharing process

1.22 “When I get requests for general background briefing, I can simply refer enquirers to KN.  Knowing that we have something instantly available helps reduce some of the pressures of working to impossibly tight deadlines.  Even when additional event-specific briefing is required, it is much easier to prepare when there is a standard background brief.  It’s also a good way of getting into a new subject area when you move jobs.”  [DEFRA official, 13th December 2001]

1.23 “A major benefit from briefing@dti and the Knowledge Network is that it should reduce the need for producing multiple briefs as Private Offices and others turn first to the information stored before contacting policy branches for additional material.  KN and briefing@dti will not eliminate all ad hoc requests for briefing, but we are getting close to the point where most briefing is drawn from electronic systems.  Some directorates are already referring Private Offices to information on briefing@dti rather than new briefs.” (DTI questionnaire return, 16th December 2001)

1.24 “Internally, staff are beginning to use the internal KN briefing rather than commission briefing from colleagues from scratch.  Being a small Department, we rely on other Departments to share their knowledge with us.  It is too early to give specific benefits from the KN at this stage while there are a limited number of briefs on the system.  However the fact that we are joined in a briefing system with the rest of Whitehall has concretised the need for consulting with others.”  [Scotland Office questionnaire return, November 2001]

1.25 “The need to provide central briefing to an agreed standard through the Knowledge Network has improved the quality of the department’s briefing as briefing authors become more aware of the wider audience.” [DoH questionnaire return, November 2001]

1.26 “In a survey conducted during the initial implementation of the pilot project, approximately 65 per cent of respondents agreed that the MOD KN application has improved (or has the potential to improve) the way we satisfy briefing requirements in that it streamlines the business process.”  [MOD questionnaire return, November 2001]

1.27 “Writing a Ministerial speech on the broad topic of partnership required background briefing on a variety of initiatives.  Working with his Private Office, we pulled much of what he needed from CHIP, with only minimal follow-up phone calls needed for further details.  This saved us time under pressure.”  [DoH Policy Statement Author, November 2001]

1.28 “The DWP Departmental Briefing System has transformed the way in which we respond to Ministers’ requests for policy briefing.  It has enabled part time members of staff to respond far more effectively than would have been the case before.”  [DWP official, December 2001]

1.29 “In the DWP Ministerial Correspondence Unit, we draft replies for Ministers and it is essential that we have easy access to up to date briefing and information.  The Departmental Briefing System provides exactly that.” [DWP official, December 2001]

1.30 “It should be possible increasingly to use Knowledge Network material rather than produce briefing from scratch.  Weekly hot topic briefs are produced for the Secretary of State.  Information is now turned around rapidly and made instantly available to the rest of the Department.” [DCMS questionnaire return, November 2001]

1.31 “KN has helped to enhance the role of the Information Centre with speedier access to the information required to respond to both internal and external enquiries”.  [Tass Montgomery, Information Centre Manager, DCMS, November 2001]

1.32 “briefing@dti is an invaluable tool in writing speeches.  I can access material for speeches, or details of information, at a click of a mouse.  So it saves me time and saves time for policy officials in the Department.  It is especially useful when working out of hours or to tight deadlines.  I don’t know how I coped without it!”  (Ministerial speech writer, DTI, 16th December 2001)

The Knowledge Network is particularly useful for general background briefing or cross-cutting briefs

1.33 “Anne was pulling together briefing for a meeting between Secretary of State and the EIS union.  She needed to cover a wide range of subjects and was able to make use of the briefing on the KN to assist in this.  The availability of current, dependable briefing on the KN made the task much easier.  Anne said ‘This was the first time I used the KN and it certainly was very helpful.  I will definitely use it in future.”  [Scotland Office questionnaire return, November 2001]

1.34 “As Senior Regional Information Officer for Scotland and Wales, I rely heavily upon up to date and accurate information from attributed sources.  I have therefore welcomed the introduction of the Departmental Briefing system into my unit.  It allows me to access a wide range of information about Departmental business quickly, from one source, and has proved to be a real asset.  I recommend it to others.”  [DWP official, December 2001]

1.35 “I have found the Departmental Briefing System a very useful source of reference for finding out the very latest key messages, facts and figures, background information and planned future policy areas across DWP.  The DWP is always responsive and I find it very user friendly.”  [DWP official, December 2001]

1.36 “The introduction of the KN system has freed up resources to set up a Departmental Briefing system.  Mark O’Neill, Head of Information Systems has said ‘ The KN has provided us with the opportunity to look at establishing an effective Departmental briefing system for the first time.’”  [DCMS questionnaire return, November 2001]
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� This document does not cover the work that the Knowledge Network is also bringing forward to develop on line electronic ‘communities of practice’ and inter-departmental collaborative working, which will be the subject of a separate assessment.
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