1.0 What are Knowledge Cards and why do they Work?

1.1 Definition

Knowledge cards (literally a deck of 3x5 cards) are a powerful tool for learning and changing behaviors while we work.  The cards distill the essence of books, tapes, training programs and other sources of advice for improving performance into bite-sized lessons that naturally fit into a busy day. Each card offers an inspirational message, key learning and a simple application that are delivered in real-time. Let’s look at an example. The card below is from a deck that is used in a management development program at a non-profit organization. 

Front of the 3x5 card:


Back of the 3x5 card:


Each card can be read in two minutes or less.  A single idea or concept (Thought for the Day) is tightly linked to simple behaviors or actions (Daily Action Item). The idea and actions in the cards are often widely known but seldom practiced.  For example, many would agree (and likely claim to already know) that you should first establish empathy with someone you wish to influence.  Ironically, when you observe these very same people in acts of managerial-will, they rarely use empathy. This gap between knowing and doing is at the root of many performance issues and is called the knowing-doing gap. Something is known (at a certain level) but it does not guide actions. Knowledge cards are engineered to solve the problem of knowing but not doing.

1.2 Why do they work?

Part of the effectiveness of knowledge cards comes from linking concepts we likely already know to simple things we can do on a daily basis.  Establishing this link helps us jump the knowing-doing gap and release the power of knowledge. Simple but powerful- especially if done on a regular basis.

To be clear, the ideas and techniques described in knowledge cards are not new. Instead, what is new is how they repackage existing ideas and techniques into a new structure (card and deck) and application mechanism (daily and repeated use).  The new structure (a card instead of a book, tape, expert or instruction manual) is far easier to use on a just-in-time basis.  The application mechanism (daily and repeated use of the cards instead of a one-time dose of reading a book, doing an e-learning module on your PC or going two-day course) is far less intrusive and much easier to do. To see how easy it is let’s look at the instructions that come with a typical deck of knowledge cards:



It is hard to oversell this point:  Knowledge cards work because they are dramatically easier to consume and they link knowing-to-doing in every bite. 

But that’s not all.  Well-designed knowledge cards gain effectiveness by taking advantage of the principle of leverage. The content of a card is focused on high-impact behaviors and soft-skills so that small changes repeated over time produce dramatic results. Soft-skills include inspiring trust, communication, indirect influence, an ability to motivate and develop others, political savvy and a long-list of other broad competencies that are essential for personal and organizational effectiveness.  For example, improving my ability to communicate, even by a small amount, will have a dramatic impact over my lifetime. This is true because good communication opens a lot of doors and possibilities. It is also essential to avoiding problems and misunderstandings. In short, it is highly leveraged.  

The application mechanism used by knowledge cards also makes use of the principle of leverage. Look at instructions number four and six listed above. They have the learner repeatedly play the cards until they have mastered the entire deck.  The goal is to create a complex new capability by repeating a simple set rules (behaviors) until new habits are formed.

Take another look at the example card above.  Becoming more assertive is a powerful new capability. It will be built up over time by repeating the simple actions on the card. If this new practice (establishing empathy before being assertive) became a habit, would it produce new results for the manger? Would it change their ability to influence and direct the work of others in a positive way? What if it was linked to other cards that described additional techniques for being assertive?  Would there be a compound effect?

Surprisingly, it takes just 20 cards to describe the conceptual and behavioral essence of what it means to be more assertive in the workplace. Image a manger that plays such a deck on a daily basis for six months. Do you think they would have any real impact on the manager, her department and the organization?  

The answer from my experience is yes. Knowledge cards can produce changes in behavior that last and have a significant impact on organizational outcomes.  

Let’s dig a bit deeper into why they work. So far we have looked at two things that make knowledge cards effective:

· The card and deck offer a new structure and process for delivering knowledge that is easier to consume and apply. What we have is bite-sized doses of knowledge that link ideas (Thought for the Day) to doing (Daily Action Item) within the constraints of our task environment (e.g. sending emails or having meeting) to drive learning and behavior change in real-time.

· Cards have a strong iterative focus on simple behaviors that are fat in causal consequences.  They are designed to build soft-skills (complex capabilities) by repeatedly applying simple rules or behavior that are highly leveraged.

Another factor that drives the effectiveness of knowledge cards is that they often produce immediate or same-day results. Imagine sending the email described in the card on empathetic assertion described above and getting a response back that you will have your memo by 4:30.  Of course you won’t always get same-day results but a good deck should with enough frequency to sustain the motivation of an adult learner. 

The motivational effectiveness of knowledge cards is further enhanced through the use of quotations at the top of the card. In the example above, the organization had been working with Drucker on their management development program and where strongly influenced by his thinking. Furthermore, they were working to soften a deeply entrenched authoritarian model of management. The quote in this case referenced a respected authority and motivates the learner to step beyond their current mental model. It would have been hard to find a better quote to motivate the participants in this particular program.

So how can something as a simple 3x5 be turned into a powerful new tool for learning and behavior change? Why do knowledge cards work?

To summarize, knowledge cards work because they:

· Are easy to consume

· Bridge the gap between ideas and actions

· Focus on producing small changes in high-impact behaviors

· Provide motivation to initiate and continue to learn




      BEING DIRECT WITHOUT BREAKING EGGS





" Management means, in the last analysis, the substitution of … cooperation for force."


                             - Peter Drucker�


Thought for the Day:  Effective managers do not confuse assertiveness with aggression. The best have mastered simple techniques for making things happen without being labeled as controlling or aggressive.  One such technique (old as dirt but rarely used) is empathetic assertion. You start by recognizing the needs of others and then assert your managerial-will. 





Daily Action Item:  When addressing (in writing) a customer or employee problem use empathetic assertion. First reflect empathy, then understanding, and where possible agreement. This should be 75% of what you write. Immediately following, firmly assert your point. For example, in an email today you could write: “I know you have a lot to get done this afternoon- sometimes I don’t know how you do it!  But we must have that RFP out by 4:30 pm today or we won’t get the new account”. 





If You Have Mastered This Card:  Try using empathetic assertion during meetings and conversations. Be sure your empathetic connection is genuine and forms a bond before you assert managerial-will.





Instructions For Using This Deck:   





Draw a card from the top of the deck and read it


Do the Daily Action Item that day (or the next)


Return the card to the bottom of the deck


Repeat (1-3) until all the cards have been played


Shuffle the cards and start again


Repeat (1-6) until all the cards have been mastered





Don’t dismiss the Daily Action Items as being too simplistic to have impact. Remember, simple behaviors repeated over time produce significant new capabilities!
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