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An Ongoing Practice: Normalizing Knowledge at Sun Microsystems
By adopting OutSights’ process methodology called NormalizationSM over the past two years, Sun Microsystems has taken managing knowledge to a whole new level and has begun to see ROI as a result.  Sun has reduced time to resolve on complex products by over 20% and maintained zero quality defects for more than 5 months.  Adoption of the Normalization methodology forces a change in perspective from traditional volume-driven content to one where knowledge is structured in resolution paths enriched with customer context to deliver content in a more usable and findable way.  

Top 3 Takeaways
· Share why Normalization is a best practice Sun is adopting globally
· Outline in 5 steps how to execute the methodology
· Communicate the lessons learned in Sun’s adoption
Presentation Summary

Sun Microsystems Global Customer Services began a partnership with consultancy Outsights, Inc. in 2005 in an effort to reduce time to resolve (TTR) through improve knowledge processes and structure.  This knowledge management (KM) approach is part of an overall service delivery model Sun and OutSights are deploying called the Integrated Solutions NetworkSM (ISN).
  The presentation delivered at SSPA Best Practices Conference in May 2007 focuses primarily on the knowledge process called NormalizationSM
.

Normalization is a method which structures group knowledge into findable, context-driven solutions.  This structured knowledge includes information about the symptoms of a situation, best practices for addressing the situation, resolution procedures and known or new solutions.  The normalization methodology enables engineers or technicians to solve more problems without escalating.  It also enables customers to address their own issues before calling Sun for more support.  We will get into more detail about normalization and its content structure a little further on in this document.  Before we discuss that, let’s discuss the results Sun has seen to date.
In August 2005, an initial pilot for normalization was conducted on a problematic volume server product.  The pilot was to create normalized content specifically focused on CPU and Memory issues.  This would be a small scale pilot given the volume of these issues compared to the remaining volume overall; however, the pilot scope was a major pain point for the business.  During the 3-month pilot, Sun saw a 24% improvement in TTR in the normalized areas and a 10% reduction in parts per case.  Customer feedback surveys showed significant improvements leading to a reported zero quality defects for TTR and Effectiveness of Resolution for five months.  The initial pilot results for the volume server were significant enough for executive management to initiate several other normalization efforts.  

Three additional efforts focused on two midrange server products and one storage array product.  The midrange server normalizations resulted in 8% and 28% improvements in TTR over a 3 month period.  And more exciting, the storage array product resulted in a 42% improvement in TTR over a 5 month period of time.  
Due to the success Sun has had with normalization, Services executive management targeted new goals for normalizing more content.  

1. Achieve knowledge expansion targets by monitoring goals tracked in the Diagnostic Control System (DCS) scorecard.     For FY07, normalization targets are defined in the executive DCS scorecard.  This scorecard is viewable by the highest ranks of Sun executive management and has driven the momentum behind further normalization activity.

2. Ensure Partners are best enabled to deliver quality support for Sun customers.  Part of the normalization roadmap activities ensures normalized content is accessible by the partner.  Pilot results from the storage array that garnered a 42% improvement in TTR occurred during a transition of support to a Sun partner.

3. Develop and implement Sun’s future state knowledge-centered support model ISN.  Knowledge is only one part of a whole service delivery model Sun is implementing.  It is important to make sure knowledge creation and structuring is balanced with the right resourcing, the right interactions or collaboration, and measured with the right metrics.  

Normalization Methodology

Since we have just communicated the results Sun has seen with normalization and outlined the executive support for further normalization activity, let’s explore the normalization methodology itself.  The normalization methodology has five key steps in an iterative cycle that should be a way to manage knowledge not a one-time project.  

Step 1

The first step is to identify the business pain points and establish priorities.  Because normalization is a demand-driven process, it is important to establish where the demand is.  Demand could come in various forms: case volume: executive priorities; time to resolve; customer satisfaction; parts deployed per case; parts per product, etc.  It is important if you are conducting a pilot to prioritize a product with enough volume to see some results in a short amount of time.  Prioritization is meant to consider what impact normalization can have on the business.  OutSights developed a prioritization spreadsheet that is fairly generic but is meant to demonstrate how to balance some of the demand factors listed above for your business.  Different weightings can be applied to different factors depending on the nature of the business in order to establish the priorities.  Once the priorities have been established, it is okay to move to the next step.
Step 2

The second step of the normalization methodology is to secure qualified resources to participant in normalizing the selected subject matter.  These resources will participate in a 4-day workshop to normalize the content.  Typically no more than 4-6 resources are needed.  At a minimum, two resources need to be customer-facing engineers or technicians.  That would mean they interact directly with the customer on a daily basis to solve their problems.  It is critical to have these resources because normalization is a demand-driven process.  Customer-facing resources feel the pulse of the customer demand on a daily basis and are in the best position to relay the customer context or perspective about how they experience problems with Sun products.  It is also important that there are two back-line engineers or technicians who function more as subject matter experts in the selected normalization area.  And finally, it is extremely helpful to have at a minimum access to what Sun calls a Knowledge Engineer — or someone who administers the knowledge base.  These resources become essential in dealing with the nuances of knowledge management technology when we begin writing and publishing normalized content.  In general, the most important or valuable asset the engineers can have is a strong perspective on how the customer views things.  Often times, the most technical resources don’t end up being the most valued resources for normalization work.  
Step 3

The third step is to conduct the normalization workshop.  There are a lot of logistical details in this step as you would expect in coordinating any conference, meeting or workshop.  We will not describe those, but do have the requirements in other documentation.  Instead, we will focus on the normalization activities by each day in the workshop.  
· Day 1: Build Problem Topology

The problem topology is a map of sorts that depicts what demand exists for a particular product, family of products or technology.  It is important to have a topology because it reflects the perspective of the customer and gives focus for where we need to normalize content.  The problem topology can also be leveraged as metadata to tag to content after it is completed to ensure greater findability.

· Day 2: Frame Resolution Paths

The resolution path is the structured logic of normalized content.  It becomes the knowledge article represented in the knowledge base to drive customers and engineers down the right path to resolution.  An exercise is conducted to eliminate the “most likely suspects” for a give problem driving demand.  The process drives the logical order of steps to eliminate one by one the most likely suspects.  Through a process of inter-article linking, the resolution paths will be built.

· Day 3: Level of Effort Assignment

Once all of the demand areas are framed with resolution paths, it will then be time to conduct a level of effort exercise.  Each step in each resolution path will be given a high, medium or low level of efforts (representing hours to write the content).  Then, we look for resolution paths using some of the same steps and reduce the level of effort — leveraging a “create once, use many” mantra.  Typically we see about 35% redundancies in the resolution path steps.  Each resolution path is assigned to the participants for completion and we move to the next step.  
· Day 4: Write Content

On the last day of the workshop, we review the normalization content standard.  There is a basic structure that needs to be consistently used in all normalization work.  The most important part is to understand the inter-article linking and the redundancy in the steps used in multiple resolution paths.  
Step 4

The fourth step is about sustaining results.  It is important to have resources maintain responsibility for the areas of demand they created resolution paths for.  But, over time, it becomes more important to detect new areas of demand and create normalized content for the new areas of demand.  Since we expect normalization to continue to be successful with our initial area of demand and TTR will decrease, customers will self-serve and engineers will learn and not have to escalate — demand will shift to something new.  Sun is looking to implement a new role called the Domain Lead to function as the owner over demand for specific technologies — not products.  Because products can be so similar, it is more efficient to have Domain Leads be functional across a technology.  

Domain Lead key responsibilities would be to:
· Monitor new demand or knowledge trends

· Update topology to show new demand or areas of focus

· Facilitate and own construction of updated or new resolution paths

· Minimize “content erosion”
 in their domain or technology

Step 5

The fifth step in this iterative process is to track progress.  There are several trends to monitor which should communicate when next steps should be taken.  These trends are:

· Knowledge gaps
 by domain
· Changes in TTR by domain

· Hit or link rate of normalized vs. non-normalized content

· Erosion changes per domain

· Escalation rate changes per domain

Most often a scorecard is developed to monitor these trends.  Targets are established not to reward people, but to create focus.  Not meeting or exceeding targets creates focus for additional action.  For example, if we begin to exceed our TTR targets or see we have minimized erosion for a technology area consistently for a period of time that may indicate the volume is mature enough to transition to a lower cost point.  Not meeting targets could be indicative of findability issues in the knowledge base, demand changes or the knowledge needs to be updated.
There is a lot more information about normalization, but these are the highlights.  Sun continues to develop the normalization work for FY08 with the goal of having 80% of demand normalized by the end of FY08.  Wish us luck!

For more information about Sun’s experience with normalization, please contact Jim Koontz at jim.koontz@sun.com.  

For more information about the normalization methodology, please contact Farrell Hough at fhough@outsights.com. 
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� For more information about Integrated Solutions NetworkSM visit www.outsights.com


� Normalization is an Outsights branded methodology for structuring knowledge to improve TTR, findability and overall customer experience


� Topology is a term developed by Outsights to represent a customer’s perspective of a product.  The topology is a critical structure for normalization as it reflects the current demand.  Often it can be depicted as a mind map, a tree structure or a relational hierarchy showing what customers perceives as problems, what symptoms they express and what the ultimate problem ends up being.


� Content erosion is a phrase developed by OutSights, Inc. to characterize the value knowledge plays with the business.  It becomes a new metric leveraged to monitor and assess the impact of normalized knowledge on the business and the customer. 


� A method for engineers or collaborators to flag a gap in the case management system when they cannot find the content they need







