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Peter F Drucker (1909-2005), who Businessweek magazine 

declared ‘the man who invented management’, cautioned 

management throughout the 1990s that knowledge work 

was a wholly different kind of work than the standardised task 

work for which today’s organisations and management are still 

designed. 

Drucker explains the key difference for management in his 

book, Post-Capitalist Society1:

“It is the individual knowledge employee who decides in large 

measure what he or she will contribute, and how great the yield 

from his or knowledge can or should be.”

How to Improve Knowledge 
Work Productivity
By Dr James Pepitone.
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“Loyalty’ from now on cannot be obtained by the paycheck; it 

will have to be earned by proving to knowledge employees that 

the organisation which presently employs them can offer them 

exceptional opportunities to be effective.”

That should be all the insight executives need to understand 

why their otherwise successful organisations experience lower 

than expected levels of employee productivity, engagement, 

satisfaction, and retention. These outcomes are the result 

of hiring, organising, and managing knowledge workers like 

standardised-task labour. 

Management’s Biggest Challenge
Drucker further advised that improving the productivity of 

knowledge work remained the ‘single biggest challenge’ facing 

managers in his book Knowledge-Worker Productivity: The 

Biggest Challenge2: 

“The most important, and indeed the truly unique, contribution 

of management in the 20th century was the fifty-fold increase in 

the productivity of the manual worker in manufacturing. The most 

important contribution management needs to make in the 21st 

century is similarly to increase the productivity of knowledge work 

and knowledge workers.”

This challenge remains unresolved, having been shielded by 40 

years of unprecedented global market expansion and favourable 

monetary policy. However, today’s sharply rising wages, labour 

shortage, and market contraction may now pressure executives to 

make knowledge work productivity a top priority.

Becoming A Knowledge Work Organisation
Have you considered what role you as an organisation 

executive, manager, or professional could play in transforming 

your organisation into a highly productive knowledge-work 

organisation for the 21st century? Probably a greater role than you 

might first imagine.

My work for more than three decades has been leading 

cross-functional corporate teams to improve the productivity 

of knowledge work, typically in large-scale people-dependent 

operations, from production to research and every kind of work in 

between. For the past 15 years, this hands-on work has been a big 

part of my role as the director of field application research for the 

Humaneering Technology Initiative (HTI). 

HTI is a massive nonprofit collaboration to create a new applied 

science, humaneering, to provide management with organisation 

management principles, systems, and methods for today’s work. 

Even while still in development, humaneering makes it easy 

to understand what’s needed to improve the productivity of 

knowledge work. 

Altogether my HTI experience includes more than 300 projects 

within major organisations in a wide range of industries and 

several regions of the world. In many cases, these projects 

compel executives to launch organisation-wide management 

transformations.

The Importance of Being a Witness
In retrospect, I think the real power of these on-site, real-time 

projects is in their enabling of executives to witness firsthand the 
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untapped potential of designing management systems specifically 

to support knowledge workers. I regret that we’ve effected some 

exceptional improvements in productivity that did not attract 

executive attention and, while solving the immediate problem, did 

not achieve their full potential of organisation-wide productivity 

improvement.

Perhaps the challenge isn’t that management doesn’t know how 

to improve the productivity of knowledge workers. Rather, it is that 

executives need to see it work (ie, at least a pilot program) within 

their operation before they will bet on a change that in their mind 

might have the potential to disrupt current success.

In most of our projects, the company’s HR, Operations, IT, and 

other functions provide essential support, including employee 

and executive interviews, group facilitation, work analysis, 

development programme design, and more. 

What we discover is that many if not all of these company 

functions understand the current problem of misaligned 

management practices. However, they lack the authority to 

change the outdated management systems (eg, organisation 

design, performance management, compensation, etc) that 

prevent improvement.

Perhaps this is one area where organisation management, 

professionals, and other practitioners can make a huge difference 

by doing what’s needed to get executives involved. They along 

with their knowledge-worker employees will be the beneficiaries.

How is Knowledge Work Different?
Today’s organisation management principles, systems, and 

methods were conceived over a century ago to control factory 

and office labour. Such work is conceived as a standardised task 

that can be taught to and performed by willing workers, and yield 

efficient performance at low wage cost. 

The people performing this work are told what, where, and how 

to do their work and closely supervised, making this an excellent 

first-job or entry-level work, as well as a job for people of limited 

potential, lacking interest in further achievement, or simply 

avoiding discretion. The economic value of this work is created by 

its design and realised when the worker follows the instructions 

perfectly. Hence the engineering maxim, ‘variation creates waste’. 

In stark contrast, knowledge work requires human capital – 

a person’s potential to create socioeconomic value based on 

appropriate education, competencies, and experience – and 

involves substantial empowerment to maximise the value created. 
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Based on this potential and autonomy, an individual is delegated 

responsibility (ie, response-ability) for specific opportunities. They 

are expected to use their potential and discretion to customise 

their response, doing whatever is necessary and appropriate to 

achieve the maximise possible economic value. Value is maximised 

through variation (ie, customisation aligned with customer needs, 

wants, and desires).

Figure 1 illustrates these and other differences between the two 

very different types of human work.

Helpful Management Guidelines
Most jobs include both of these very different kinds of work 

– manual tasks and sociocognitive responsibilities – which 

you might think complicates work design and management. 

However, substantial research and experience have revealed 

several guidelines to simplify this concern. Here are four you will 

find immediately helpful.

Fundamental Responsibilities – Virtually all jobs in major 

organisation include some fundamental responsibilities, such as 

organisational citizenship, strategy support, plus others, in effect 

making all workers knowledge workers. These responsibilities 

are among the most neglected, and always a quick source of 

measurable economic value.

30% Knowledge Work – Jobs that consist of 30% or more 

knowledge work are best managed overall as a knowledge work 

job that includes tasks, rather than as a task job that includes 

some responsibilities. This guideline is driven by the fact that 

the 30% knowledge work will have greater potential to create 

economic value than 70% task work, so focusing first and most 

on the knowledge work yields greater value to the organisation. 

A great example is the factory assembly worker who has 

continuous improvement responsibility.

Eliminate Tasks – Task work is always the least productive part 

of any knowledge work job. Such tasks should be eliminated, 

minimised, or passed on to lower-cost task workers to the 

extent possible. This frees valuable time and energy for the 

knowledge worker to focus on their responsibilities. Task work 

is easily managed by the knowledge worker without the typical 

management direction, supervision, and control.

Increasing Economic Value – Knowledge workers create a 

‘minimum’ economic value just by assuming a responsibility. 

More important, attempts to improve knowledge work 

productivity should focus on the additional if not virtually 

unlimited value they can create in a variety of ways: 

• Providing exceptional service (eg, perceive unspoken needs, 

demonstrate sincere concern).

• Exceeding typical business outcomes (eg, secure a larger 

contract, lower costs).

• Creating intellectual assets with continuing value (eg, 

develop software, improve process).

• Supporting management’s strategic intentions (eg, 

encourage others, take initiative).

According to Drucker, the future success of most businesses will 

depend on management’s continuing ability to identify sources 

of new socioeconomic value and to support knowledge workers 

as they strive to actualise the maximum value possible from each 

opportunity. 

Figure 1: Contrast and Compare Manual Work 
and Knowledge Work

MANUAL WORK KNOWLEDGE WORK

Synonyms Standard work 
Task work 
Physical work 
Doing

Responsibility  
Problem solving 
Sociocognitive work 
Deciding and doing

Assignment Time  
Activity  
Quota

Responsibility  
Opportunity  
Accountability

Objective Assignment 
compliance 
– complete 
standardised task 
when and how 
directed

Opportunity 
capitalisation – 
maximise economic 
value from assigned 
responsibility and 
related opportunities

Goal and 
Solution

Predetermined and 
prescribed to workers

Contingent on situation 
as determined by 
worker

Sources of 
Economic 
Value

Efficiency  
Standardisation  
Simplicity  
Large scale  
Variation control

Effectiveness  
Differentiation  
Sophistication  
Yield management  
Variation development

Complexity Low – closed 
work system with 
identifiable root cause 
and direct effects

High – open work 
system with diffused 
contributing causes 
and emergent effects

Work System 
Design 
Priority

1. Work 
2. Work environment 
3. Worker 
Work environment 
should support work 
and worker must 
adjust

1. Work  
2. Worker  
3. Work environment  
Work environment 
should directly support 
worker

Today’s organisation 
management principles, 
systems, and methods 
were conceived over a 
century ago to control 
factory and office 
labour. 
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Stop Limiting Knowledge Worker Productivity
Any initiative to improve existing knowledge work 

productivity should focus first on eliminating or reducing any 

counterproductive influence. 

The goal in the design of knowledge work should be to give 

the knowledge worker every reasonable opportunity to maximise 

the economic value they can create. This begins with getting 

out of the knowledge worker’s way, removing impediments to 

performance, and assuring they have every available resource to 

draw upon as they work. 

To learn how to identify this potential, it can be helpful to first 

consider your own job or any other job about which you have 

intimate knowledge of the opportunities and challenges. Start by 

just listing anything that comes to mind that somehow feels like a 

barrier or source of friction or frustration. 

Such lists naturally vary by the situation, yet often include 

wide-ranging issues, possibly including these:

• Time- and energy-wasting meetings, paperwork, or tasks.

• Unclear or unreasonable expectations, appraisal, or rewards.

• Negative emotional impact of the workplace, manager, or 

associates.

• Employment insecurity, pay fairness, or distrust of 

management.

• Adequate onboarding, training, tools, or support.

• Micromanagement, reporting requirements, or 

misunderstandings.

Now imagine simple changes to remove or reduce this friction 

or frustration and consider the potential impact on a person in 

the role, and on the knowledge work outcomes for which they 

are responsible. If the list is long, then prioritise for maximum 

potential impact and for what’s easiest to change. Managers are 

typically surprised by the positive impact to both morale and 

results of making just a few of the changes indicated.

Misaligned Management Methods
Most organisations continue to manage all or most of their 

people with the same top-down control-oriented management 

principles, systems, and methods conceived a century ago to 

manage factory and office labour. 

Management’s instinct is to retain these methods because 

they have been highly effective in years past. What’s missed 

by this instinct is the evolution of human work and the 

counterproductive impact of these holdover management 

methods on today’s knowledge work. 

Today’s knowledge workers are capable people with 

responsibility for complex challenges. To be more productive 

they need to be organised and managed with principles, systems, 

and methods that give them every possibility to maximise the 

value they can create from their specific opportunities. 

Managers accustomed to conventional management are 

familiar with being held responsible for the performance of the 

people they supervise and feeling the need to intervene to point 

out mistakes and assure compliance with instructions. To shift to 

managing knowledge work, these managers will need to unlearn 

this management approach and learn to see each knowledge 

worker as individually responsible for their own performance. 
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The manager’s responsibility shifts to assuring that the person 

performing knowledge work has access to every possible 

advantage and resource to maximise their effectiveness. But only 

the worker with the knowledge work responsibility can know 

exactly what is best for maximising the outcome from each 

specific opportunity.

Design for Maximum Productivity
Another approach for identifying opportunities to improve 

knowledge work productivity is to start over and design the role 

to maximise knowledge work productivity. Begin by considering 

these three major factors and outline parameters that would 

potentially maximise knowledge work productivity. 

1. Job and role design (eg, ‘win-win’ employment terms, robust 

responsibilities, challenging opportunities, minimal unrelated 

time demands.)

2. Knowledge worker capability (eg, human capital, role mastery, 

achievement intention, work ethic, self-discipline, character, 

relationships).

3. Organisational support (eg, minimal constraints, autonomy, 

supportive culture, helpful manager, onboarding, 

development, technology, facilities, adequate resources). 

Most roles are not designed. They are conceived by conveniently 

cutting and pasting from existing roles to merely describe some of 

what’s desired in the new role. There is little or no distinction made 

between responsibilities and tasks except to list them separately.

The result is then plugged into an existing set of administratively 

efficient management systems (eg, organisation design, 

performance management, compensation). The managers 

ultimately responsible for the performance of people in the role 

are then expected to work out the details as best they can.

Redesigning roles to maximise productivity typically doubles or 

triples productivity when implemented. It is not surprising if you 

stop to think about it.

Humaneering Makes Improving Productivity 
Easier
Of course, there is more to improving knowledge work 

productivity than just identifying current impediments or 

conceiving a new role design. It often involves substantial 

organisational change that requires considerable skill and business 

acumen. 

Adding to the challenge, today’s executives are working 

with an outdated organisation design playbook that lacks 

definitive guidance, plus the marketplace is filled with a now 

incomprehensible level of well-intended ideas.

Humaneering is being developed to make sense of this and 

provide executives with precise and reliable guidance for the 

human side of business, much as engineering does for the physical 

side. When completed and readily available, projected for the 

early 2030s, humaneering will provide sophisticated yet easy-to-

apply practice guidelines to assure effectiveness across virtually all 

conceivable situations. 

For now, what I can share here is a simplified outline, yet I know 

from experience that this is enough guidance, when coupled 

with serious intent and human ingenuity, to achieve substantial 

improvements to knowledge work productivity. My hope is you 

will gather other curious people together and give it a try where 

you work.

Here’s Your Assignment
Broadly speaking, what you are going to do is search for and 

implement ways you can better align management’s practices 

and influence with whatever will help the knowledge worker to 

be more effective (ie, create more measurable socioeconomic 

value). Initially, this takes the form of identifying and reducing any 

negative impact (eg, limited opportunity, insufficient autonomy 

or micromanagement, unsupported needs, threatening work 

environment). Then turn to management support that, if provided, 

could be helpful.

This is not about being critical or disrespectful of management. 

Rather, it is a service to management to uncover previously 

unidentified work-design parameters. It’s about clarifying what 

isn’t helpful and what could be helpful. 

In most organisations, the assumption is that work is work, 

the differences between one role and the next are limited to 

organisation levels, salary, and other administrative considerations. 

The impulse is to reduce all jobs to standardised tasks to make 

them quicker and easier to manage, without realising that a 

standardised approach to knowledge work diminishes the value 

creation potential of the role. 

Rarely is much thought given to how a role can be optimised. 

Work design is not considered seriously as old job descriptions 

are simply marked-up to define new roles. It is an analysis that 

should have been conducted when the role was first established. 

Doing this analysis now typically identifies several changes that are 

easy for management to accept, at the least for the purpose of an 

experiment in search of improved productivity.

Most organisations 
continue to manage all 
or most of their people 
with the same top-
down control-oriented 
management principles, 
systems, and methods 
conceived a century ago 
to manage factory and 
office labour. 
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The one thing you need to guard against is getting into too 

much detail about the activity of individual workers. The objective 

is to give the worker every reasonable resource to improve their 

effectiveness, and not an attempt to find inefficiencies or critique 

worker performance. No two knowledge workers will work in 

exactly the same way. What works for one may, but may not, work 

for others. At most, any guidance or resources are optional.

Project Guidelines
The work begins by securing an executive sponsor, identifying a 

large-scale knowledge work operation with unresolved problems 

or untapped opportunities, proposing to improve the productivity 

of a key role by a minimum of 20% (ie, simply value at 20% of total 

payroll costs), and securing management’s interest.

The next step is to interview the workers and managers to 

understand the role and the barriers to increased effectiveness. 

Share these findings with other workers and managers to refine, 

clarify, and explore potential minimum changes that would enable 

greater achievement. 

Next, negotiate with owners of the relevant management 

systems (eg, T&D, information technology, performance 

management, compensation, recruiting) to secure temporary 

changes to support an operational experiment for one or more 

volunteer group(s). The goal is to make enough changes to enable 

a higher performance level to emerge as evidence of the potential 

to create additional value.

Now design and develop a temporary ‘new operational reality’ 

for the participating group(s). Do this privately, so as to preserve 

the experimental nature of the experience. When ready, orient 

the participants and begin the operational experiment, making 

sure to allow a new culture to arise by separating the group(s) 
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from the remaining organisation (ie, control group).

Run the experiment for three to twelve months, with the 

stipulation to the volunteer group(s) that the changes being 

experienced might be adopted only if they result in improved 

performance. Assess the performance dynamics and results 

weekly, gathering verbal feedback from individual workers and 

making limited adjustments to the design when helpful. Keep 

management informed, and don’t be surprised when they want to 

talk about rolling out the changes to everyone in the role.

As Drucker affirms in his writings, this approach alone ‘usually 

doubles or triples knowledge-worker productivity, and quite fast’1. 

Much more can be done, but this is a good starting point. 

You can do this. After all, it is just another project. Furthermore, 

you are a knowledge worker, so your immediate experience can 

guide you in considering what’s helpful and what’s not.

Reference
1. Drucker P. F. 1993, Post-Capitalist Society, pp. 66).
2. Drucker P. F. 1999, Knowledge-Worker Productivity: The Biggest 

Challenge, California Management Review, pp. 85, Winter.


