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Breakneck: China’s Quest to Engineer the Future (2025) is a fascinating account of four decades of
engineer-designed social policy. Journalist Dan Wang’s book is a highly readable analysis of
China’s horrific “One Child” policy, the success and then excesses of “Zero Covid,” and how China
has surged ahead of the United States in critical manufacturing.

But Wang’s discussion of “process knowledge” -- why Chinese manufacturing has it and why the
United States often doesn’t —is where Wang brings to mind a common challenge for the US social
change sector.

What is Process Knowledge?

“Process knowledge” is a combination of text (what the instruction manual says) and sub-text (the
environmental factors, past experience, and knowing-who-knows-what) that high-performing
workers demonstrate.

Process knowledge is built in community. Changes in the community, like the offshoring of a
particular industry, can erode or dismantle it. This is how Dan Wang puts it, comparing a high-tech
manufacturing hub in China to today’s Silicon Valley:

Process knowledge is hard to measure because it exists mostly in people’s heads and the
pattern of their relationships to other technical workers. We tend to refer to these
intangibles as know-how, institutional memory, or tacit knowledge. They are embodied by
an experienced workforce like Shenzhen’s. There, someone might work at an iPhone plant
one year, for arival phone maker the next, and then start a drone company. If an engineer in
Shenzhen has an idea for a new product, it’s easy to tap into an eager network of innovators
... Silicon Valley used to be like this, too, but now it lacks a critical link in the chain —the
manufacturing workforce.’

Process Knowledge: The Social Sector Challenge and Why it Matters

Sectors outside the tech industry run on process knowledge, too. | recently met with one of the DC-
based membership organizations that has emerged over the past year to advocate for workers
victimized by the DOGE purge of federal agencies. One activist-leader on the call described part of
the challenge this way (I’m anonymizing and paraphrasing from my notes):

The human resources people DOGE brought on to replace the people they terminated
weren’t specialists who knew how to process retirement during a federal agency reduction
in force (RIF). The last people who did a RIF were probably in the 1990s. And they are all
gone. The HR systems didn’t have the information that was needed and the new people
didn’t know the experts, and it was a disaster.

Here’s a second example from my work several years ago with a social change organization (again,
| am paraphrasing this quotation from an interview with the client’s staff):

! Breakneck at p. 74.
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[Senior Staffer] knows what everyone else in the organization is doing. If ’'m in a pinch, |
know | can ask [Senior Staffer]. They read notes from meetings they don’t go to. I've had my
staff go to their office and go through their records. But what happens when [Senior Staffer]
retires or gets another job? ... When we were smaller we knew the outside expert contacts
that each colleague had. At one point we had a spreadsheet, butit’s more complex than
that. [Senior Staffer’s] view is that this is not just a contact, it’s a relationship. [Senior
Staffer] is reluctant to share information about experts widely because too many cold calls
will harm [Senior Staffer’s] relationship with the expert. Finding the essence of this
relationship so we can decide whether and when to build on it as an organization, and not
just the name and email, it’s hard to do.

The failure of process knowledge in the first example is creating real economic hardship for laid-off
workers and will cost the federal system millions of dollars in litigation costs as injured workers sue
to get what they’re owed.

In the second example, each time a new worker in my former client’s office needs to re-learn
something the organization already knows, there’s a cost in dollars. And when the organization
must react quickly to policy challenges or opportunities, a delay in coming up to speed has an
opportunity cost, also.

Social Change Sector Process Knowledge: Build It and Maintain It

Here’s some ways that social change organizations can build and maintain process knowledge.
I’ve distilled these observations from my colleagues in measurement and learning, my evaluation
and learning practice, and manufacturing industry resources.

Observation 1: Building collective memory and understanding is the key to securing process
knowledge in an organization.

Why is collective memory important?

Principally, because social change projects are inherently complex.? No social change organization
measures and records all the features of a program’s environment, collaborators and champions,
iterations and variants, results and shortcomings, etc. that will be relevant into the future.

That said, as staff members learn about their colleagues’ efforts, each may be interested in a few
pieces of a project, and maybe even utilize these tactics or relationships in a campaign or
mobilization. This active utilization of lessons from colleagues in ongoing work increases the
potential for important “how to” knowledge to live on informally.

2 Jonny Morell's blog, Evaluation Uncertainty, is an ongoing discussion about complexity in the implementation of social
change programs and the implications of complexity for measurement and learning choices. Among Morell’s many
thought-expanding publications is one that outlines how evolutionary biology concepts contribute to better
understanding of program development. J. Morell and T. LeGros, “Ecology and Evolutionary Biology’s Unique
Contribution to Evaluation,” Journal of Multidisciplinary Evaluation, vol. 21 no. 49 (2025) p. 98.
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This organic embedding of lessons has always been important. But it’s even more so now, when it’s
unlikely that a worker will remain with an organization long-term.® As staff depart, creating
collective memory increases the potential for the knowledge they generated while on an
organization’s payroll will be available to the organization down the line.

Observation 2: Systematic organizational learning helps build collective memory.

A handful of straightforward practices can make acquisition and maintenance of process
knowledge more likely:*

(1) Maintaining a limited number of “must know” data artifacts that all staff are familiar
with. These could include strategic plan summaries and implementation plans; key reports
or publications generated by the organization; recent docket memos, board reports, or
program evaluations; and summaries of collective learning exercises (discussed below).

(2) A process to on-board new staff on what these artifacts are, how to access them and
why it’s important, and who to go to for additional explanation.

(3) Amechanism to keep the artifacts current, organized, and culled to just the essentials.

(4) An ongoing program of collective learning across the project or organization, especially,
but not solely to review “new” information.

It’s through a collective learning process that staff gain an understanding not only of what has been
done but also why and in what context. It’s this transformation from information management to
knowledge management that makes organizational experience “sticky” in staff’s minds, and
therefore more likely to be retained institutionally.

It’s uncommon for social change organizations — even those that gather and organize a great deal
of data -- to create learning programs specifically for collective understanding. However, early in
my evaluation practice | learned about a collective practice that has stayed with me.

A systems expert who led a regional foundation’s measurement and learning function established
quarterly learning meetings attended by all foundation staff. Each quarter, one of the foundation’s
grant portfolios presented to colleagues about progress and setbacks since their last report, and
any adjustments to their strategy under consideration.

Crucially, the facilitated half-day program engaged colleagues in working with this information,
asking questions, and responding to program officers’ answers.®

3 This is a reality across sectors. See for example Center for Chemical Process Safety, “Introduction to Process Safety
Competency,” https://www.aiche.org/ccps/introduction-process-safety-competency (“acquisitions, divestitures,
reorganizations, and resignations of key individuals make it more difficult than ever to maintain competency simply by
relying on the knowledge in people’s heads”).

4 This list is based in part on Center for Chemical Process Safety, “Introduction to Process Knowledge Management,”
https://www.aiche.org/ccps/introduction-process-knowledge-management

5 | shared this observation with longtime leader of a civil rights organization. They noted that this type of process makes
participants feel vulnerable, especially in highly competitive settings. My colleague is correct. To do this effectively
requires a trusting environment which may require a thoughtful, systematic trust-building effort to achieve.
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For a long time | thought of this practice mostly as the building of a “learning culture” across the
philanthropy. Now | recognize another value to it: By staff consistently reviewing one another’s
work, even some elements of portfolio strategies that are not written down will remain “live” in the
memories of staff both within and outside of the specific portfolio.®

Observation 3: Mentorship should be supported as a process-knowledge builder.

Most of this document is about the type of knowledge that, for example, helps an advocate to “get
a meeting with that legislative staffer.” But many of us work for, or volunteer in, organizations
where “how to get things done” is also important process knowledge. (If you can’t navigate your
own bureaucracy effectively it’s hard to make that program breakthrough.)

Mentorship builds process knowledge for both. And an organization that successfully supports
mentorship —through staffing levels and practices that permit senior people to take time with junior
staff, and processes that recognize / reward people for doing so -- has a better chance of having
that knowledge passed along across “generations.”

Observation 4: Departing staff are a treasure-trove of process knowledge.

I’ve found in my MLE practice that staff departing voluntarily are interested in —even eager to —
impart knowledge about how things really get achieved in their worlds.

Several years ago | was engaged to do transition interviews with a longtime executive director of a
social change organization to capture the retiring ED’s views about the organization’s
decisionmaking, tactics and relationships, and achievements and challenges.’ The resulting
document included a deep well of process knowledge for the incoming ED.®

For an organization that is serious about process knowledge, a systematic off-boarding review with
people in key positions —and not just the most senior “policymaking” positions —is important. This
is especially true for organizations that don’t have a collaborative learning process.

Observation 5: Process knowledge should be a key component of sector conferences.

This primer focuses on individual social change organizations. But, as Dan Wang emphasizes in
Breakneck, ecosystems must retain process knowledge if their sectors are to thrive.®

6 An excellent recent piece by evaluation thought leaders Veena Pankaj and Laura Lehman points out other value
propositions for this type of reflective practice and suggests conditions and approaches for successful deploymentin
philanthropy. V. Pankaj and L. Lehman, “Cultivating Learning Cultures in Philanthropy: Slowing Down to Meet the
Moment” (April 8, 2026) https://medium.com/@lauralehman/cultivating-learning-cultures-in-philanthropy-2bdd70811{3f
7 Awell-informed and experienced interviewer is valuable to such a knowledge “harvest,” because they can build a
“container” that works with the interviewee’s mode of thought. An interviewer who can develop some understanding of
the field also can probe for details of unwritten processes or little-known relationships or decision-points that might not
come to mind if the departing staff member is simply dictating their “memoir.”

8 These interviews were loosely planned to proceed by calendar year. But because the organization is involved in multi-
year campaigns, the breakdown was rarely “clean.” In the delivered document | therefore indexed interviews both by year
and by general topic.

9 Speaking of Tessla, Wang says, “though Tesla might lead the country toward manufacturing strength once more, it also
might also be engulfed by the diminishing level of process knowledge that have dragged down the formerly mighty Boeing
and Intel.” Breakneck at p. 202.
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Within social change communities, conferences and similar events should provide ample
opportunity for attendees to gain the type of industry “know how” that is harder to convey on the
screen or over Zoom. Ample “white space” in meetings — lunches, breaks, other social events --
can be as or more valuable than expository sessions for this.

A good post-meeting or post-session survey can capture whether the conference (including both
formal sessions and “free time” activities) indeed helped attendees obtain such knowledge, and, if
so, what attendees plan to do with it."

Concluding Thoughts

I regularly find myself informing a new staffer at a social change organization about a study that
their organization has undertaken in the past and that they could benefit from. | don’t mind doing
this; frankly it helps me build relationships. But the fact that this happens suggests that
organizations could do more to cultivate their staff’s institutional memory and process knowledge.

What’s the most realistic and effective way to promote process knowledge in your organization?

If you’re doing it well — or if you’ve tried something that didn’t work — please be in touch.

10 Conference presenters often seek to include the insider angle to make conference presentations compelling. But
another strategic reason to do this is to build an organization’s reputation as the custodian of important under-the-hood
information. Evaluation thought leader Michael Quinn Patton is fond of saying “what gets measured gets done.”
Designing a post-survey to inquire about “know-how” transfer can help to ensure that presenters keep it in mind.
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