

[image: image]






[image: image]








Copyright © 2022 by Marina Nitze and Nick Sinai

Cover design by Terri Sirma

Cover image © Alexvectors/Shutterstock

Cover copyright © 2022 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Hachette Go, an imprint of Hachette Books

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10104

HachetteGo.com

Facebook.com/HachetteGo

Instagram.com/HachetteGo

First Trade Paperback Edition: September 2023

Hachette Books is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The Hachette Go and Hachette Books name and logos are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2022940044

ISBNs: 9780306827754 (hardcover); 9780306827761 (trade paperback); 9780306827778 (ebook)

E3-20240110-JV-PC-VAL







[image: image]




CONTENTS



	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication


	Introduction

	A Bureaucratic Note


	DEFINE THE PROBLEM

	Talk to Real People

	Be Your Own Customer

	Look Between the Silos

	Play the Newbie Card

	Remember Employee Needs

	Beware of Red Teams and Problem Lists




	LEARN YOUR ORG

	Figure Out the Real Org Chart

	Understand Incentives and Risks

	Know the Consequences

	Understand Why

	Try the Normal Way First

	Relax Fixed Constraints

	Beware the Obvious Answer




	PITCH THE SOLUTION

	Write a One-Pager

	Think of the End at the Beginning

	Set Your North Star

	Use the Power of Visual Design

	Consult a Thesaurus

	Show the Hard Numbers

	Tailor Your Pitch

	Do the Work Outside the Meeting

	Sell, Baby, Sell




	START SMALL AND BUILD MOMENTUM

	Find Your Paperclip

	Act “As If”

	Delivery Is the Strategy

	Go Second

	Give Real Demos

	Pilot Is the Password

	Define Metrics Up Front

	Sweat the Small Stuff

	Make the Bureaucracy Work for You

	Strangle the Mainframe




	BUILD YOUR TEAM

	Cultivate the Karass

	Give Credit Liberally

	Find the Doers

	Make It Easy for the Other Person

	Don’t Be a Tourist

	Make Your Job

	Create People Flow

	Give People a Choice, and a Chance

	Stab People in the Chest




	MAKE IT STICK

	Use the Bureaucracy Against Itself

	Pick Up the Pen

	Use Leadership Changes to Your Advantage

	Always Be Ready for Five Minutes with the Head Honcho

	Don’t Waste a Crisis

	Leverage the Big Bosses

	Work from the Outside In

	Get Public Commitments

	Pay the Box Guy

	Pick Your Battles

	Don’t Try to Make the Bureaucracy Care

	Play the Long Game

	Create a New Org

	Stay Calm and Carry On

	Leave Your Bureaucracy Better Off

	Conclusion





	Appendix: List of Tactics

	Sources

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More






	Begin Reading

	Table of Contents







Marina:

To Richard Culatta

Nick:

To Christine, Ellis, and Georgia









[image: image]




INTRODUCTION

It was clear President Obama was getting frustrated. Staffers looked down, shuffling paper and refusing to make eye contact. The clock showed only five minutes left until the cabinet meeting was over. You know that feeling when the teacher is going to call on you, and you don’t know the answer? The minute hand couldn’t move fast enough. Marina’s anxiety was sky high.

The president hadn’t yet called on Marina to explain why her team at the Department of Veterans Affairs had failed to get traction, and she hoped the meeting would end before the topic came up. Normally, attendance at this quarterly cabinet meeting with the president on veterans issues was restricted to the VA’s three most senior officials: the secretary, deputy secretary, and chief of staff. But Marina had been asked to join because President Obama’s dissatisfaction with her progress was rumored to be on the agenda.

The chairs in the Cabinet Room are huge and heavy, and because there were so many people packed into the room, the chairs were jammed together. At barely five feet tall, Marina was too short for her feet to reach the floor, and she kept slowly sliding off the slick leather seat. Her attention now turned to how she was literally going to escape the room, hoping Vice President Biden might scooch his chair back just far enough for her to slip out unnoticed.

“And just one more thing…” the president started, looking right at Marina. “It’s been quite a while now, and I hear your team still hasn’t been able to deliver any working software.”

Marina knew this was why she was there, but it was still surreal to have the president of the United States call her out.

“It’s all about risk frameworks!” Marina blurted out, a bit more enthusiastically than she had rehearsed. “We can’t get the signatures we need to proceed, because the normal paperwork doesn’t apply to our newer technology. We have to get a whole new approval process cleared first. No one wants to be held responsible if we fail, so they’re coming up with every last way to make sure they’re not on the hook. It’s possible to get through this, but it’s just going to take more time.”

President Obama listened intently to Marina’s explanation. After a short pause, he volunteered a suggestion: “What if I record a video telling them that they have to approve your project?”

“I appreciate that offer, Mr. President,” Marina said, unsure how to tell him that no civilian employee in their right mind was going to sign off on incomplete paperwork, no matter who told them it was okay. By the time the inevitable Inspector General investigation began, a new president would be in office, leaving that employee holding the bag. “I’ll let you know if we need that.”

Even the power of the presidency has limits. The leader of the free world genuinely wanted to help her—but even he couldn’t make the bureaucracy of the VA move any faster. Marina was on her own to get this software—which would identify thousands of veterans whose appeals had fallen through the cracks—into production.

What she needed was a set of powerful bureaucracy hacks. And eventually, through trial, error, and a bit of luck, she found them.
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In 1944, the precursor to the CIA, the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), published a secret field guide for operatives carrying out sabotage. Suggested techniques included:


1. Insist on doing everything through “channels.” Never permit shortcuts to be taken in order to expedite decisions.

2. Make “speeches.” Talk as frequently as possible and at great length. Illustrate your “points” by long anecdotes and accounts of personal experiences.

3. When possible, refer all matters to committees, for “further study and consideration.” Attempt to make the committees as large as possible—never less than five.

4. Bring up irrelevant issues as frequently as possible.

5. Haggle over precise wordings of communications, minutes, resolutions.

6. Refer back to matters decided upon at the last meeting and attempt to reopen the question of the advisability of that decision.

7. Advocate “caution.” Be “reasonable” and urge your fellow conferees to be “reasonable” and avoid haste, which might result in embarrassments or difficulties later on.

8. Be worried about the propriety of any decision—raise the question of whether such action as contemplated lies within the jurisdiction of the group or whether it might conflict with the policy of some higher echelon.


Millions of people today go to work in an environment indistinguishable from a CIA saboteur master class. However, their managers and coworkers aren’t spies—they are everyday leaders and employees trying to do their jobs. The larger or older the organization, the more the bureaucracy seems to have a singular mission of its own: to stop change of any kind in its tracks.

When Marina first became the chief technology officer of one of the world’s largest bureaucracies—the US Department of Veterans Affairs—it seemed impossible to get even the smallest thing done. While the Department of Defense (DoD) outmatches the VA in sheer numbers of employees, the DoD is at least designed to operate cohesively—you can’t wage war in Iraq and have your navy show up in South Africa, for example. But at the VA, it was not only possible, but commonplace, for a veteran to get healthcare but never even hear about any of the other benefits they had earned, or vice versa. To further complicate matters, Marina didn’t at first appear to have many tools for success: at twenty-eight, she had dropped out of college, and formally had zero budget and zero employees.

The department was in a constant state of crisis, with office floors literally buckling under the weight of overdue disability claim paperwork and employees panicked over discoveries of secret patient waiting lists and unprocessed healthcare applications. Everyone from Congress to The Daily Show was publicly criticizing the VA for failing its mission. And yet these crises weren’t a catalyst for change—they just made people dig in their heels even harder. With a spotlight on their every move, no one dared veer from established procedures, lest they get singled out and scapegoated. It felt like that CIA manual had been handed out at new employee orientation.

But it was possible, in spite of all these obstacles, to make lasting changes. Six months after that painful cabinet meeting with President Obama, Marina’s team was able to launch their first software application—and they’ve launched new functionality almost every single day since then. By the time Marina left the VA in 2017, the agency had achieved seemingly impossible goals, such as enrolling over 600,000 veterans in VA healthcare from their mobile phones; completely revamping the Board of Veterans’ Appeals; and consolidating the VA’s over 1,500 disparate websites, phone numbers, and wrong doors into a single, veteran-friendly website and phone number. Marina—together with other executives and thousands of colleagues across various divisions of the VA—worked relentlessly over years to create a better experience for veterans. Over a five-year period, from 2016 to 2020, veterans’ trust in the VA rose by an astounding 25 percentage points.

Marina first learned how to get things done in a bureaucracy from her former White House boss, and coauthor of this book, Nick Sinai. Nick spent four years in the US chief technology officer’s office, spanning all three US CTOs in the Obama administration—Aneesh Chopra, Todd Park, and Megan Smith. Nick’s career trajectory before the White House included a Harvard undergraduate degree in government, management consulting, an MBA from the University of Chicago, and then venture capital investing at Polaris Partners in Boston. When Lehman Brothers went bankrupt shortly after he had joined its venture capital arm—on the very first day of his honeymoon!—he decided to follow his earlier passion for government into the Obama administration. After leading a team on a blue-ribbon task force at the FCC, Nick joined the White House in the Office of Science and Technology Policy. He eventually held the fancy title of US deputy CTO, where he had zero budget and zero direct authority over the vast executive branch—similar to the predicament Marina initially found herself in at the VA.

After our time in the federal government, we’ve worked in and advised several different types of organizations: venture capital, academia, think tanks, and start-ups. Nick is a senior advisor at Insight Partners, a multibillion-dollar software venture capital and private equity firm, where he works with the CEOs and management teams of growing software companies. As an adjunct professor at the Harvard Kennedy School, he also teaches technology and innovation to graduate and college students. Marina is a fellow at New America’s New Practice Lab, where she is focused on improving foster care. She also cofounded the crisis management firm Layer Aleph, where she has worked on high-profile problems like the State of California’s unemployment insurance backlog during the COVID-19 pandemic. We’ve seen a lot of organizations, across the public and private sectors, and advised (and learned from) both executive leadership and the rank and file.

From our time in the White House and the VA, our experiences since, and those of many of our amazing colleagues, we’ve amassed expertise and answers to the question: What makes someone effective in a bureaucracy? Why are some people particularly effective in bureaucracies—companies, universities, or government agencies—and why do some fail miserably?

What’s in This Book

In this book we explore one of the central misunderstandings of getting things done: change doesn’t happen just because the person in charge declares it should—even if that person is the CEO of your company or, as in our case, the president of the United States. In our experience, too many people think that the president—or your CEO, organization head, or university president—is the instigator of change, the champion of reform, and the catalyst of new initiatives. That happens sometimes, sure, but we’ve seen just as many occasions when the instigator of massive change is an everyday employee who takes matters into her own hands.

We explain the mindset and principles that enabled us (and our colleagues) to accomplish seemingly impossible reforms. We show you how to get started at defining the root causes of your problems, sell your vision, build a team, build momentum, and make lasting change in any company, university, nonprofit, community organization, or government agency. Alongside our own stories, we offer tried and true bureaucracy-hacking strategies to steer companies and organizations of all kinds, gathered from our fellow bureaucracy hackers who drove change in some of the world’s toughest, largest, and most complex environments.

We’ve organized the book by specific tactics—explaining what they are, why they are important, and how you can use them in your organization. We grouped these chapters into the following six themes:


• DEFINE THE PROBLEM: Discover what you should really be working on. Whether you are new to an organization or simply need a fresh lens, understand what problems you really ought to be addressing, the root causes, and potential fixes.

• LEARN YOUR ORG: Figure out how things really work and get to know the people in your bureaucracy. Recognize how decisions really get made, why things are the way they are, and what motivates your colleagues.

• PITCH THE SOLUTION: Sell your ideas in context. Use the written word, visual design, compelling examples, and hard numbers to sell your project—focusing on what will resonate most with your audience.

• START SMALL AND BUILD MOMENTUM: Experiment, learn, and show progress. With a bias toward solving small problems and getting rapid feedback, start where you are, pilot with real demos, and generate the kind of excitement that builds upon itself.

• BUILD YOUR TEAM: Do more, together. Bureaucracy hacking is a team sport, especially if you want to make an impact at scale. Recruit informal teammates, deputize doers, and build allies—even in unlikely places.

• MAKE IT STICK: Scale smartly while rewiring your organization. Ensure your initiative will last beyond any single individual by changing the rules. Persevere across leadership changes, crises, and other challenges by seeing them as opportunities to advance and solidify the change you are driving.



In each chapter, we’ll discuss a single tactic, share some examples or stories, and end with a handful of practical tips that we hope you can use, whatever your industry, your role, or your seniority. You can certainly read this book straight through, but we’ve also worked to make it useful to revisit individual chapters as necessary. Every tactic might not apply to your situation or fit where you are in your career; pick and choose those that resonate most.

Why Us

But why should you listen to us? There’s a whole industry of people peddling and practicing big organization innovation and business management books. Why Marina and Nick?

Between the two of us, we’ve hacked bureaucracies at scale—at the White House, the Department of Veterans Affairs, foster care, state capitals, Harvard University, and growing software companies. And we’ve been lucky to work alongside and get to know other world-class bureaucracy hackers in the Department of Defense and elsewhere. We’ve learned things the hard way, collected advice and stories from other expert hackers, and had our share of successes and failures.

We both benefited greatly from the wisdom and experiences of our colleagues and teammates who themselves have successfully shifted a variety of supertankers, one degree at a time. We’re also part of a larger group of people who have figured out how to make an outsized impact inside a large organization—and we are excited to tell their stories, too. In particular, Tom Kalil, who spent sixteen years in the Clinton and Obama White Houses, and his de facto deputy in the Obama White House, Kumar Garg, have been mentors to us on this topic. Kumar kept a whiteboard of bureaucracy-hacking tactics in his White House office (which you can see on our website), and we’ve included a number of them—like recruiting allies, working from both the top-down and bottom-up, and making it as easy as possible for others to help you—in this book.

We’ve also counseled people on how to flip the script on an individual scale. CEOs, three-star generals, and national politicians, as well as students, friends, and neighbors, have successfully applied these tactics from boardrooms to condo associations.

We aren’t magicians—but it turns out that making a change in a bureaucracy doesn’t require magic. It requires doing your homework, building authentic allies, doing the small things to make progress every day, and being attuned to how your organization actually works. The most impactful changes also call for significant levels of grit, resilience, and confidence in your vision.

Defining Bureaucracy Hacking

What do we mean when we say “bureaucracy hacking”? We’re talking about having an outsized impact—at a rate, scale, and force beyond your immediate resources—within large organizations that others often consider immovable. If Harvard Business School professor Howard H. Stevenson defined entrepreneurship as “pursuing opportunity beyond the resources under your control,” then we are talking about doing exactly that in corporations, nonprofits, academia, and government.

The word hack has many different meanings in today’s world. In this book, we don’t use the word to mean an uninspired journalist or the unauthorized accessing of a computer system. Rather, we mean: “a clever tip or technique for doing or improving something.” We like this definition because it’s expansive: bureaucracy hacking can include doing something new and improving something that already exists. In fact, in our experience, the best bureaucracy hackers accomplish both.

Bureaucracy hacking is also sales. Just as successful start-up entrepreneurs are constantly selling—to investors to get capital, to prospective employees to join the team, and to potential customers to win their business—bureaucracy hackers excite others with their vision in order to attract resources, recruit more people, and generate impact. The best bureaucracy hackers have a legendary focus on the problem they are trying to solve and embrace experimentation to continually improve. They are effective at experimenting, selling, and executing because they believe in a better way, and they know how to convert that belief into reality.

What’s in It for You

In this book, we will help you unleash your inner bureaucracy hacker by answering the following questions: What are the tactics and tips that will let you move mountains? What are the things to avoid when coming in as a newcomer? What does it mean to have empathy for your existing organization, mission, and culture—while also having a bias for action toward changing them? How can you find and empower existing employees to join your cause? We’re here to share with you tools that will work inside any organization, no matter your role or where you sit in the hierarchy, compiled from world-class bureaucracy hackers. The skills you develop as a bureaucracy hacker can also help you personally and professionally; as you earn wins and refine your approach, you’ll also grow your reputation at work and in the community. Even if you already know some of these plays, having them all at your fingertips will allow you to experiment with sequencing and combining hacks—ultimately getting even more done.

If you’re reading this book, there’s probably some change you want to see in the world. Maybe it’s at work: you want to transform how your organization delivers a new service, product, or feature—or maybe you just want to digitize that frustrating expense form. Maybe it’s related to your local community: you want to improve your local elementary school or serve veterans in your town. Or maybe you’re watching the news and want to make a difference on big issues like poverty, climate change, or global health. Whatever your goal, however big or small, odds are that you’ll need to hack a bureaucracy or two to get it done—and there’s no better time to start than now.

In practice, this means recruiting allies and navigating organizational forces to accomplish your goals. To do this you’ll need extreme empathy: for your customers, fellow employees, and the organization itself. At the end of the day, most bureaucratic problems have human solutions. Bureaucracy hacking isn’t about being a soulless schemer, but rather about understanding real needs and banding together with real people as you maneuver through a labyrinth of rules, risks, and incentives.

A deep respect for an existing organization juxtaposed against a fierce urgency for change may seem paradoxical, but balancing those conflicting forces is key to making a lasting impact. Maybe you see that tension in your workplace too: the person loudly advocating for change versus the old guard advocating for caution. This book can help you bridge that divide.

Bureaucracies are explicitly designed not to change on a dime. There are approvals, committees, policies, procedures, and packets of paperwork. Ignore them at your peril. Instead, use them to your advantage—especially to codify the changes you want to make permanent.

We write for the millions of leaders, managers, consultants, and employees around the globe who see the hype about fast-paced start-up culture and wonder how it might be relevant to their slow-moving, risk-averse company or organization, as well as for those feeling stuck in frustrating bureaucracies in their personal lives, like PTAs, neighborhood or city council groups, and condo associations. Everyone is in, or at least alongside, a bureaucracy of some kind. You can keep feeling like change is impossible—or you can start making the changes you want to see.

This book is for everyone, whether you are starting your career, mid-career, or a senior executive. The most powerful change in an organization comes from within. Change is possible, even in the most challenging of environments. But no one else is coming to save the day. It’s up to you.
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A BUREAUCRATIC NOTE

Our friends warned us about writing a book with the word bureaucracy in the title. Who wants to read that, they asked? And who even wants to admit they’re in a bureaucracy? Despite so many of us working in or alongside a bureaucracy, we see them as something to be endured, not loved. But however imperfect, bureaucracies are important and highly relevant. The prodigious economist Anthony Downs opens his famous 1967 book on the topic, Inside Bureaucracy, with the following observation that still holds true today:


It is ironic that bureaucracy is primarily a term of scorn. In reality, bureaus are among the most important institutions in every nation in the world. Not only do they provide employment for a very significant fraction of the world’s population, but they also make critical decisions that shape the economic, educational, political, social, moral, and even religious lives of nearly everyone on earth.



Let’s start with the basics. What defines a bureaucracy? In short, a bureaucracy is a sizable organization—government, business, or nonprofit—with hierarchy, rules, processes, and power. Whether public or private, bureaucracies are characterized by their “complexity, division of labour, permanence, professional management, hierarchical coordination and control, strict chain of command, and legal authority.” Sound familiar?

Max Weber, the German sociologist and bureaucracy theorist—yes, that is a thing!—observed that bureaucracies are “distinguished by specialized expertise, certainty, continuity, and unity.” Weber thought:


In the pure form of bureaucratic organization universalized rules and procedures would dominate, rendering personal status or connections irrelevant. In this form, bureaucracy is the epitome of universalized standards under which similar cases are treated similarly as codified by law and rules, and under which the individual tastes and discretion of the administrator are constrained by due process rules.



While most people focus on the problems to overcome in a bureaucracy—as do we in this book, offering tactics on how to both leverage and reform the existing rules—few focus on the benefits that the stability and continuity of a bureaucracy offer. Bureaucratic structures are resistant to change, for better (resisting external corruption or authoritarian leaders) and for worse (failing to adapt fast enough to meet customer and employee needs). That consistency can be comforting for the employees, stakeholders, and even some customers. We also recognize the value that stability brings and yet see bureaucracies around the world that desperately need to adapt and change, whether to win in the marketplace or to accomplish their important missions. As you hack your bureaucracy to make change, recognize that stability and continuity are often seen by many as a feature, not a bug.

Bureaucracies can be more effective than you think. In an article for Harvard Business Review, Amy C. Edmondson and Ranjay Gulati argue that bureaucracies have benefits: “Bureaucracy—characterized by specialized functions, fixed rules, and a hierarchy of authority—has gotten a bad rap: When designed well, it excels at ensuring reliability, efficiency, consistency, and fairness.” You probably take for granted your mail being delivered, a Big Mac tasting the same no matter where you order it, or Google Search working instantly—but all of those services and products have some degree of bureaucratic systems behind them.

Bureaucracies are all around us. If you work in an organization of any size, whether as an employee, consultant, or volunteer, you’re operating within a bureaucracy to at least some extent. Even the most flexible and innovative start-ups eventually grow into bureaucracies of their own. If you are self-employed or work in a small business, you likely have customers or suppliers that are bureaucracies. And you probably operate within or alongside bureaucratic systems closer to home, like parent-teacher associations, school boards, homeowners associations, and local governments that control zoning rules and how tall your grass can grow.

You probably bemoan the hierarchy, rules, and process. But if bureaucracies are so painful, why are they so plentiful? It’s worth considering the alternative. Without rules and specialization—in an organization of any size—how would decisions get made fairly? How would people allocate resources? How would things get done?

Rules and processes enable organizations to scale. If you’ve ever been at a fast-growing company, you’ll recognize the need to create standardized processes. What may have worked on an ad hoc basis when you were selling and serving a handful of users needs to be codified into a standard process when you have hundreds or thousands of customers. As an organization grows larger, defining specialist roles and standardizing their work becomes more important.

As our friend Rohan Bhobe, cofounder of Nava, puts it: when you are faced with a bureaucracy, your first instinct may be to try to “reduce bureaucracy” or “eliminate process or hierarchy.” But a sufficiently large organization will always have structure. The challenge is to build a structure that most consistently produces the outcomes you want, while accepting or mitigating the trade-offs. Bureaucracies, in all their variations, are here to stay.

Whether your bureaucracy was created recently or has been around for centuries, each rule and process was created for a reason. People thought about the problem and decided that the current rule you are lamenting made sense. It’s easy to assume that the person who created today’s broken process was stupid or didn’t have accurate foresight. But in truth, they probably made the best decision they could at the time. (You might have made the same decision then, too!) If you’re not careful, your innovative solution today can become tomorrow’s bureaucratic nightmare.

World War II general Omar Bradley is often credited with the maxim: “Amateurs talk strategy. Professionals talk logistics.” In other words, the how matters. The same is true for making impact inside, alongside, or against a bureaucracy. We hope our tips on how to hack your bureaucracy—whether it’s your employer, school, community association, house of worship, or local government—empower you to do great things.
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TALK TO REAL PEOPLE


Experience is the teacher of all things.

—JULIUS CAESAR



Get out of your office to observe and listen to prospective, current, and former users—ideally in their natural environments. Ground your ideas for change in their real-life experiences.


Get Out of the Office

How do you persuade President Obama’s senior advisors to change their minds? Lisa Gelobter, the new chief digital services officer at the US Department of Education, knew that pushing back against the West Wing wasn’t going to be easy. As a former product and engineering executive at BET Networks, Hulu, and NBC, Lisa had a lot of experience building compelling digital products. And she knew that to be successful at her mission, she would need to understand the behavior of people not usually represented in the West Wing: students.

Lisa and her team were building the College Scorecard, a second-term addition to President Obama’s array of initiatives aimed at decreasing the cost of college, like increasing Pell grants and making financial aid forms easier to use. The president was rankled by the fact that the country’s most popular college ranking system, published by U.S. News and World Report, values what he considered to be the wrong things, like selectivity (the fewer students an institution accepts, the higher the ranking) and facilities (creating incentives to build new climbing walls and gyms, rather than invest in instructor training).

President Obama wanted a scorecard that would compete with it, but one that would give students and their families the same kind of “value for your money” information that you can find when you are buying, say, a new car or a new refrigerator. Colleges with low graduation rates or whose graduates didn’t earn enough to repay their loans would have to disclose that information, presumably causing students looking for good value to give other, higher-performing schools a second look.

It turns out that using the federal government to rank seven thousand post-secondary institutions is trickier than it seems. How do you score the value of degrees from seminaries that are training clergy members who will never seek to earn much money? What about liberal arts degrees, which may ripen into lucrative careers over time, but not at first? What about schools that are serving students from marginalized areas with low-performing high schools? Rather than rank schools against each other, President Obama focused his team on presenting data that would allow students and their families to be better informed consumers.

The College Scorecard, as the initiative became known, is both an official US government website for students to learn about college costs and an effort to make the raw data available to the companies and nonprofits that help Americans with college choice—including other ranking systems. Arguably, getting the data into the hands of thousands of companies, nonprofits, and college counseling services could reach more people than an official government website alone. But the website was something that the president and senior West Wing officials could tangibly understand—and make suggestions about.

The original website was launched in February 2013 as part of President Obama’s State of the Union speech. And it was a big flop. According to the New York Times in 2013:


… some of the data in the new scorecard is a few years old, and most of it has been available from other sources, notably the federal government’s own College Navigator site. Further, the information is presented as averages and medians that might have little relevance to individual families. The scorecard does connect to each institution’s net price calculator, which allows individualized cost estimates, but it does not provide side-by-side comparisons of multiple schools, as other government sites do.



Further, and perhaps more critically, the website lacked the ability to show how much recent graduates of each college were making—an important feature if you are trying to show a prospective student’s “bang for the buck.” This was an innovation that the administration had been very excited about: using earnings data available from the Department of the Treasury and applying it to show how much students who attended particular universities actually earned a few years after graduating. But it was proving difficult to effectively use this earnings data alongside the other information the Department of Education was already making available. That’s why West Wing officials asked Lisa to help.

Lisa and her team at the Department of Education were sensitive to the fact that they weren’t starting from scratch. They did their best to get to know their counterparts across the government who had already been working on this project. But they also knew they would have to get out of the office and talk to real people to make the next version of the tool meaningfully better. Instead of focusing solely on untangling the knots tying up the project internally, Lisa’s team took a fresh approach to the scorecard, asking what it would take to achieve its original purpose of being useful to students and their families as they made big investments in their futures.

With paper drawing prototypes—some made from cardboard salvaged from the trash—Lisa and her team walked around the Mall in front of the US Capitol to chat with college-bound students and their parents. After seeing the prototypes of a mobile website, students gave rapid, in-person feedback. Armed with the data from actual students—who weren’t shy about saying what made sense and what didn’t—Lisa was able to show President Obama’s senior advisors insights like their idea for a “compare” button (something that some of them really wanted) wasn’t a feature students would actually use, especially on the limited real estate of a mobile phone screen. President Obama’s team—not to mention the New York Times—genuinely thought that the ability to compare schools would be a useful feature, but it turns out it didn’t have any value to the students.

This insight didn’t require fancy design or coding skills—the prototypes were literally hand-drawn on leftover cardboard. What it did require was getting out of the office and speaking with the actual target customers to find answers.

As a result of their research, Lisa and her team launched an updated College Scorecard as a mobile website with features that met the needs of actual students, rather than what senior White House officials thought students wanted. The team also persuaded the West Wing to release the data as an application programming interface (API), to make the data available to ranking systems, college counselors, and anyone else who wanted to use the data.

The updated website and underlying data were finally making an impact. Three years later, the New York Times was singing a different tune:


Despite the hand-wringing of many in academia, who saw the immeasurable richness of a college education crassly reduced to a dollar sign, the data [underlying the College Scorecard] has wrought a sea change in the way students and families evaluate prospective colleges. Earnings data are finding their way into a proliferating number of mainstream college rankings, shifting the competitive landscape of American higher education in often surprising ways.



Look Beyond Your Organization

Great companies are obsessed with their customers. They know they need to deeply understand their customers’ needs and desires if they want to have any chance of winning in a hypercompetitive market. Sometimes a company founder has intimately lived the problem she is trying to solve; other times, the founder is good (or gets good quickly) at talking to as many stakeholders as possible to understand their problems. Over time, companies employ people with job titles like “designer,” “user experience researcher,” and “product manager,” all of whom are laser-focused on understanding customer behavior and attitudes.

But large bureaucracies—like government agencies, nonprofits, schools, and even some companies—are not necessarily designed to meaningfully listen to and learn from their end users. When they do, it’s often in a very structured way, such as focus groups, surveys, or commissioned market research. In your organization, it might be the role of the marketing department to listen to prospective customers, and the role of the customer service department to listen to existing customers. These silos can prevent your organization from developing an accurate, holistic view of the real end user experience.

At Harvard, after his White House experience, Nick designed and taught a field class that forced students to get out of the ivory tower and listen to real people in their community. The student teams worked with government clients, like the City of Boston, to understand a specific problem and conduct original field research—doing ride-alongs with cops, interviewing voters in laundromats, talking to parents in libraries, and observing city workers struggling to fill out forms. While the students often hesitated, spending too much time planning these visits, Nick would insist, friendly but firmly, that they leave campus and embed themselves within their target population.

As a result, the students formed much richer understandings of the problem area they were tasked with solving. One student, Berkeley Brown, who spent a considerable amount of time with the Boston Police Gang Unit, observed how valuable it was to escape the “Cambridge bubble” and how her previous assumptions about how the police used technology—and what really mattered—were quickly shattered by spending time with two detectives, John and Brian. She noted:


The remarkable thing was that, after four or five more visits to the gang unit and countless conversations with other stakeholders in the city, I did start to understand their world. I learned the names of the patrolmen’s kids, and learned that the way John and Brian give each other a hard time is actually how they express their deeply entrenched commitment to each other’s safety and well-being, a bond I will probably never fully understand. Indeed, a common refrain we heard is: “my first priority is my partner’s kids.” I learned to adjust my manner of speaking so I could get to the heart of the problems they were facing. I learned how to put their individual narratives into the context of the larger system I was observing, and how to ask questions that were more aligned with their lived experiences. Finally, I learned to take their experience—both the problems with and joys of their job—and turn them into real solutions.



Berkeley also admitted, in her post-class reflection paper, that coming back to Cambridge could be a bit culturally jarring; back in Harvard Square after a several-hour ride-along with the gang unit, she overheard her fellow students debating the pros and cons of taking Dutch versus Swedish as a foreign language, and using phrases like “a priori reasoning.” Berkeley believed she was much wiser from having spent real time in the field, beyond the classroom.

Marina’s first foray into foster care after working at the VA was thanks to an afternoon of talking to real people. She was invited to spend an afternoon in Rhode Island by her former boss Richard Culatta, who had recently become the state’s chief innovation officer. The state was interested in tapping her technical expertise to recruit more foster parents, who were needed badly. Knowing how valuable talking to real people had been to her at the VA, the first thing Marina did was ask to have coffee with anyone who had dropped out of becoming a foster parent. It seemed easier to retain current applicants than to recruit brand-new ones, so she wanted to find out: Why had they given up?

After a few coffees, the answers were all the same: potential foster parents shared that they would call asking about the next steps in the licensing process, but the employee answering the phone often didn’t know and didn’t call them back. If the agency was this disorganized when it was recruiting them, the families thought, how would they support them if they had a challenge with a child in their home? This broke trust, and they dropped out.

This insight ended up being good news: it revealed a relatively easy fix that the agency had not yet considered, because it was not talking to the families that had dropped out. Marina shared the feedback with the state team, which quickly responded by making a shared spreadsheet that let everyone in the office see each family’s progress as they worked through a series of required steps toward becoming licensed. This made it easy for anyone answering the phone to tell people where they stood in the process. Was this spreadsheet the ultimate solution? Of course not. A couple years later, the state implemented an online foster parent licensing portal from Binti, a software vendor focused on foster care, that let families log on to see their own progress. But that initial spreadsheet let the team get started and make immediate progress toward improving the foster parent experience. Today, Rhode Island has one of the highest foster parent licensing rates in the country.

Get Outside the Office—Literally

Once you’re inside an organization, you can’t have a truly outside perspective. No matter if you’ve been there for ten minutes or ten years, you can counter this by going outside.

One of Marina’s most impactful experiences was meeting a woman on a bench at the Menlo Park VA Hospital. Marina, who is rather shy, was forced to sit on this bench all afternoon for an exercise in a design thinking workshop. She was instructed to keep her VA role to herself and simply make small talk with anyone who sat down. This woman seemed eager to talk. Due to her husband’s illnesses, she had essentially lived at the hospital for the last year. As she told her story, Marina racked up a growing mental list of all the VA benefits for which this woman qualified: pension, home loan, and college tuition for their oldest son, to name a few. Yet when asked what other benefits they used besides healthcare, the woman’s response stunned her: “What other benefits?”

The realization that it was possible to literally live at the VA for a year and not know about its eighty-two non-healthcare benefit lines was alarming; but it fueled Marina’s vision of a VA that could organize itself around a veteran and their family, instead of continuing to force veterans to organize themselves around the agency.

Going outside the building proved a repeatable success play at the VA. In the face of a mounting crisis in which veterans could not enroll in VA healthcare because over 800,000 paper applications had piled up in a warehouse, Mary Ann Brody, a new member of Marina’s team, sought answers in an unlikely place: the White House correspondence office. There, every letter sent to the president is meticulously saved and cataloged. Mary Ann pulled a letter from a homeless veteran, Dominic, who was asking for help in obtaining VA healthcare. She arranged to meet him and (with his permission) recorded their interaction, asking him to show her how he had tried to get VA healthcare in the past. Busting all stereotypes of homeless veterans, Dominic was young, personable, and tech-savvy—and he expertly narrated the seemingly impossible task of enrolling in VA healthcare, which he had unsuccessfully tried to do twelve times. The application experience was so bad, he likened it to trying to get through a door spiked with IEDs. After demonstrating that there was literally no way for him to enroll, Mary Ann had him try the team’s prototype for a new and simpler application. Dominic was able to complete it on the first try, declaring he would use it “over anything the VA would provide.”

This video took off like wildfire across the VA and the White House. The focus immediately shifted to: “How do we get this new online application into the hands of every veteran?” Within weeks, every VA employee was directed to point veterans at the new online form instead of paper. Most importantly, Dominic was enrolled in healthcare the very next morning. In a testament to its leadership, the VA even put Dominic’s videos online. Faced with his undeniable real-world experience, decision makers were newly motivated to pick up the pace of transformation. Over a million veterans have since enrolled in healthcare, all thanks to Mary Ann getting out of the building and finding Dominic. (You can watch Dominic’s videos on our website.)

Observing from a Distance

You should also find ways to indirectly observe your customers’ behavior. We aren’t proposing one-way mirrors or fancy surveillance systems, though these days there are lots of high-tech solutions to measure where people move in a store, where they linger on a web page, and how much time they spend making a decision. It often doesn’t take anything but a keen eye to spot customer dissatisfaction. In 2001, delivery driver Joe Perrone saw frustrated customers walk right past parked FedEx trucks while carrying packages to their nearest drop-off location. He suggested adding drop slots to trucks. Thanks to his idea, FedEx trucks effectively became mobile drop-off locations.

If you have an OXO Good Grips peeler in your kitchen, it’s because its designer, Sam Farber, went out and observed real people—starting with his wife. A lifelong entrepreneur, he was looking for a way to break into the kitchen goods space when he noticed his wife, who had arthritis, struggling to peel a carrot. With a bit of clay, he built a prototype—which he then refined by watching many volunteers from the American Arthritis Foundation try to use it. The resulting Good Grips peeler works well for people with joint problems, and also works really well for people who don’t have joint problems.

This technique isn’t limited to observing human users: Canadian officials struggled repeatedly to design raccoon-proof garbage bins until they took the time to observe real raccoons breaking into the bins at night. This ultimately led to a new bin design that the raccoons could not overcome.

Grounding your initiative in the context of real stories of real users (not to mention prospective and former customers) will give you more than survey data—it gives you a narrative that is easy to understand, and easy for others to repeat. Your strongest competitive edge will come from immersing yourself among real customers—especially if that isn’t part of your job description.

HOW CAN I USE THIS?


[image: image] Do your homework. Your organization probably has a public engagement, market research, or customer service function. Get a coffee with someone in that department to understand what information they already collect, how they listen to customers—and what they don’t know. For example, your marketing department might have user personas (a fictionalized person with attributes that represents a target customer segment) that can help you determine which people to talk to next.

[image: image] Talk to customers through existing channels. If your organization has a customer support, customer service, or customer success group, see if you can shadow them, or even do a couple hours of direct customer support. You can also talk to customers at conferences or trade shows.

[image: image] Go where your customers are. Marina got some of her best feedback from veterans by simply sitting on park benches or in waiting rooms at hospitals and talking to people. Rather than asking others to come to you, go to their office, home, or community.

[image: image] Be brave. Users are usually eager to talk and share their feedback; don’t be shy!

[image: image] Get started. Don’t worry about trying to perfectly understand all of your customers at once. Get out there with your first user as soon as you can, and make this kind of interaction part of your routine.

[image: image] Find ways to talk to former and prospective customers, too. They will have different perspectives on why they left (or why they aren’t yet working with you), which can spark a whole new set of ideas and solutions.

[image: image] Use incentives. Small gift cards can encourage more people to talk to you and can often be purchased through petty cash or other small office supply budgets. It’s especially important to compensate people in settings like nonprofit or public sector user research.

[image: image] Cast a wide net. You can’t replace talking with and observing real people one-on-one, but this individual approach can’t always scale. Give a wider audience of colleagues or users a way to share feedback or review ideas using digital crowdsourcing tools like Medallia’s Crowdicity, or even simply giving out your email address.

[image: image] Block out time. Schedule some extra time during your next business trip to visit with users. Build talking to real people into your schedule.

[image: image] Take a human-centered design class. Still nervous about talking with real people? Different industries call this practice different things—user research, field market research, or ethnographic field work—but they are all fundamentally about observing and listening to your audience. Take a short class to learn skills and practice them.










[image: image]




BE YOUR OWN CUSTOMER


You have to know the weeds, to have lived in them, to delegate. I wouldn’t want to be a leader who had never lived in the weeds.

—BRIAN GRAZER



Experience your organization’s product or service the way customers or constituents do. You’ll uncover customer service gaps, confusing instructions, and opportunities for new products, services, or features.


In the UK government, it’s policy that a cabinet minister must successfully use a website or application before it launches to the public. This serves a few purposes. First, while it’s not a substitute for usability testing and quality control, if a minister finds something confusing, the website can still be revised before it publicly launches. Second, it gives the minister an up-close view of the digital experience that he or she is responsible for, so they can be a more informed advocate. Third, it forces the team building the service to make sure it truly is easy to use—despite their privilege and status, ministers aren’t exactly known for their digital savvy.

You might be surprised by the number of executives that are responsible for a product or service without any firsthand knowledge of what it’s like to be a buyer or user. Simply bringing the end user experience to their attention can be a powerful driving force for improvement and change.

Marina’s inspiration to fix digital identity problems at the VA came from her personal experience trying to create an online account for her grandfather, a World War II veteran. World War II veterans have seven-digit ID numbers, but the VA’s online benefits system required a minimum of eight numbers. If you put in only seven digits, the resulting error message was a four-inch block of red text containing three separate phone numbers to call. When she raised the issue with the team responsible for that website, they proudly showed her their fix: an even longer error message, with a fourth phone number. Undeterred, she used her grandfather’s case as motivation to eventually fix this experience for every veteran.

Mystery Shop

No matter where you sit in an organization, there is a lot of value in trying your product or service yourself. While you’ll certainly have some unfair advantages over a typical customer or constituent, you can still uncover many opportunities for improvement.

Many companies hire mystery shoppers to act as normal customers, document their experience, and report back on how it went. These undercover customers note how long it takes to be greeted by staff, whether certain items are in stock, whether the restroom is clean, and other details. Since employees don’t know who the mystery shoppers are, or when (or if) they are stopping by, this practice can be a useful source of objective information on the everyday customer experience.

Our use of the term shopping isn’t limited to retail products; being an undercover customer is useful for services as well. Mystery shopping his own practice opened the eyes of Dr. Robert Mecklenburg, a physician in Seattle, to his patients’ experiences. “I practiced for 30 years without knowing how long patients waited to see me,” revealed Dr. Mecklenburg. The realization that his patients endured long waits prompted him to start a collaborative effort between his hospital and local employers, to embed specialists like physical therapists inside local workplaces like Starbucks to get ahead of problems like back pain and workplace injuries.

Similarly, many school districts have opportunities like so-called learning walks, where teachers throughout the district can sit and observe other teachers during particular classes. Some teaching centers have formal opportunities for instructors to sit in one another’s classrooms. This way, instructors and administrators can learn how other schools, districts, and peers approach similar problems and topics. When Nick was first asked to teach, for example, he interviewed other Harvard professors—across the Kennedy School, the Business School, and Harvard College—and watched some of them teach.

The information you gain from mystery shopping can help you make the case that a particular process or product needs changing. Mystery shopping can also uncover reasons why your organization is failing to meet certain metrics, like customer service satisfaction scores. Sometimes mystery shopping simply helps you put your bureaucracy in greater context, which you can use to design and implement more relevant solutions to the problems you care about.

New Businesses in New Jersey

When Giuseppe Morgana, originally one of Nick’s first students at Harvard, and E. J. Kalafarski began working for the State of New Jersey’s newly formed Office of Innovation, one of their first assignments was to make it easier for people to open new businesses. Colleagues helpfully suggested that they could do this by digitizing business permits, or by making more forms digitally fillable.

But Giuseppe and E. J. weren’t convinced that digital forms were business owners’ most pressing need. To find out for sure, their team started shadowing real businesses as they tried to register with the state, and spent time meeting with the dedicated and incredibly helpful state employees processing the registration forms. They started to realize that although there was a lot of focus on individual forms, no one owned the end-to-end experience of an entrepreneur interacting with the state across all the required registration steps. Giuseppe, E. J., and their team learned just how many phone numbers businesses had to navigate for support. New Jersey has a long list of requirements for businesses, including permits for construction, hiring employees, and more—but it was up to each business owner to figure out which rules applied to their specific business, complete different processes for each rule, and navigate each helpline when they had questions. Entrepreneurs were understandably confused and frustrated.

The team’s first step toward improving this experience was to make the registration requirements more easily understandable to business owners. The team launched a clearly branded, simple website that businesses could go to for help—Business.NJ.gov—which laid out this information in plain language. To launch quickly, the team used open-source code (meaning anyone can copy and use it) from the City of Los Angeles, so they didn’t have to start from scratch. Government colleagues were impressed that they could “copy and paste” so much work for free to get started.

Their team was able to pull together the necessary resources because they found a gem in New Jersey: the Business Action Center, a small group of experienced state employees who could capably troubleshoot complex business issues. When they were first introduced, Giuseppe and E. J. sat alongside the Business Action Center and listened to phone calls as the team directed business users across the state. In late 2019, the Office of Innovation added live chat to its new website and trained the Business Action Center experts on how to use it. Now the plain language website also had a knowledgeable, interactive help desk, which they could periodically review as mystery shoppers.

A few months later, the pandemic hit. The live chat became a lifeline for businesses across the state as they struggled to stay afloat, particularly in the first few days before the telephone helpline was updated to allow for remote work. Because they had already launched with their first two representatives, it was possible for the website to scale to over fifty representatives over the course of a weekend, ultimately facilitating over 58,000 live chats in the first year.

Giuseppe, E. J., and their growing team gathered data from the live chat to learn about New Jersey business owners’ top questions and concerns and began adding frequently asked questions and answers to the website. They added “How do I…” starter kits for residents with specific goals like opening a food truck or an auto body repair shop. This plain language content transformed the experience of New Jersey business owners—in a pandemic, no less!—and cost comparatively little in time and money. And all these solutions were inspired by Giuseppe and E. J. spending time with real business users, trying to navigate state services themselves, and starting with small changes to improve the overall experience.

Being Your Own Customer When You Know Too Much

Admittedly, being an undercover customer is easier if your business or organization offers a product or service for consumers. If, for example, you work for a company that sells complicated technical services to other large enterprises, it would be challenging to experience that firsthand. But you can still ask yourself: Are there elements of the sales, implementation, or customer service process that I could experience?

There are plenty of situations where it’s hard, or even impossible, to be your own customer. If you are faculty or staff at a university, it’s hard to play a student. If you are a medical or administrative professional, it’s hard to disappear into the role of a patient in your own hospital—your colleagues would recognize you and give you special consideration (and maybe send you to the psych ward). But you can still:


• sit in the lobby and






Being Your Own Customer Is Not a Substitute for Working with Real Users




HOW CAN I USE THIS?
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