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Retaining Institutional Knowledge and Knowledge Transfer. 

 

Retention of institutional knowledge and knowledge transfer is critical to organizations, no matter the 
industry, but is of particular interest in the railway industry. Retaining the expertise of its workforce 
dominated by aging baby boomers is essential to the success of the rail industry amidst rising freight 
transportation demand. Considering the number of retiring of employees and multiplying by their years 
of service, railroad companies are realizing they are losing what is equivalent to hundreds (sometimes 
thousands) of years of experience. 

The first thing to look at to tackle this problem is understanding what institutional knowledge actually is.  
One of the best definitions is all-encompassing: a collective set of facts, historical data, concepts, 
experiences and knowledge held by a group of people1.  Transferring knowledge means looking at those 
key components individually. 

Technology has done a great job of capturing facts and historical data.  Databases, the internet, 
geographic information systems, online historical archives and even scans of hard copy files are ways 
anyone with a computer can have access to facts and data.  This leads to the belief that because the 
technology is easily accessible, everyone can immediately (or relatively shortly) do their jobs as 
efficiently as the person before them with decades of experience. 

This is not always true.  Concepts, experiences and processes are also major components of knowledge 
that need to be conveyed to the next generation of workers.  These can be categorized as "implicit" 
knowledge: rules of thumb, mental checklists, process steps – all undocumented, but structured in an 
employee's mind.  There is also "tacit" knowledge, which is not only not documented, but learned 
intuitive behaviors an employee may not be conscious of2.  These things aren't something that can be 
"Googled," so resolving this will require creative solutions.  We're not passing on only "what we know" 
but also "how we think."  That is the real challenge.   

Railroads have an opportunity to learn from other industries on how best to preserve and share 
institutional knowledge.  Formal mentoring programs, coaching initiatives, and internal networking are 
being introduced to bridge the gap in knowledge between tenured employees and new hires.  These 
programs have the added benefit of adding to retention of new hires, eliminating the necessity and 
expense of rehiring and retraining.  Companies are also recognizing, rewarding and celebrating 
knowledge sharing efforts to encourage employees and avoiding the common misconception that 
knowledge sharing is a pre-cursor to downsizing.  
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Learning how to communicate our thought process from one person to another, all while taking into 
consideration the diversity in age, gender and culture that are more prominent in today's workforce is 
key to ensuring retention of knowledge now and in the future. At the ARDA Executive Forum in 
Charleston we will dive deeper into the topic of knowledge sharing and evaluate successful 
approaches taken by some of our ARDA members.  
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