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Reducing Administrative Drag: Redesigning 
Knowledge Work with AI 
Product thinking · Human cognition · Knowledge systems · AI 
adoption 

The Problem 
In most organizations, knowledge workers spend a significant portion of their time on work 
that does not meaningfully advance outcomes: 

• Searching for information that already exists 
• Recreating documents, analyses, and explanations in various formats and software 
• Updating systems no one fully trusts 
• Responding to status requests 
• Translating context across tools and teams 
• Coordinating meetings across multiple calendars 

This “administrative drag” quietly consumes capacity, fragments attention, and reduces the 
time available for judgment, creativity, and decision-making. 

Despite heavy investment in collaboration tools and documentation platforms, the problem 
persists. 

 

Why This Is Not a Training or Discipline Problem 
Organizations often assume administrative drag exists because: 

• People don’t document well 
• Teams aren’t disciplined 
• Knowledge management tools aren’t used correctly 
• In reality, this is a product design failure. 

Knowledge systems fail when they: 

• Require extra effort outside the flow of work 
• Capture information too late to be useful 
• Provide slow or unreliable retrieval 
• Ask humans to behave like databases 

People default to inboxes, meetings, and rework not because they prefer them—but 
because they’re faster and safer. 
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Core Insight 
The goal of knowledge systems is not documentation. 

The goal is reducing cognitive load while preserving context. 

AI creates an opportunity to redesign knowledge work—but only if knowledge capture and 
retrieval are treated as product experiences, not compliance tasks. 

 

Product Design Approach 
I approached this problem as a capacity recovery product, not a documentation initiative. 

The design priorities were: 

• Capture knowledge as a byproduct of work 
• Reduce repeated explanation and rework 
• Make retrieval faster than asking a person 
• Preserve context and nuance 
• Keep humans in control of meaning 

AI was used to assist memory and synthesis—not to replace judgment. 

 

Product Design Decisions 

Shift from “Documentation” to “Operational Memory” 
Instead of asking people to document after the fact, the system: 

• Captured decisions as they were made 
• Preserved rationale alongside outcomes 
• Linked artifacts to real work 
• Knowledge became ambient, not burdensome. 

 

AI-Assisted Capture with Human Review 
AI was used to: 

• Summarize meetings and decisions 
• Draft first versions of artifacts 



 
Shana Nussbaum | © 2026 Lean Edge Consulting, LLC 

• Extract key context from existing work 

Humans reviewed, corrected, and approved—training the system over time. 

 

Retrieval Over Storage 
Design emphasis shifted from: 

“Where does this live?” 

To: 

“Can someone find and trust this in seconds?” 

AI-supported retrieval enabled: 

• Natural language queries 
• Role-aware summaries 
• Context-sensitive answers 

If retrieval wasn’t faster than asking a colleague, the design failed. 

 

Trust Calibration Built In 
The system surfaced: 

• Source links and provenance 
• Confidence indicators 
• Update recency 

This prevented blind trust while still reducing effort. 

 

Outcomes 
The redesigned approach resulted in: 

• Significant reduction in time spent on administrative work 
• Fewer repeated explanations and duplicated artifacts 
• Improved continuity during turnover and role changes 
• Increased trust in shared knowledge 
• More capacity redirected to high-value, closer-to-revenue work 

Most importantly, the system was used voluntarily. 
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Why AI Makes This Both Powerful and Risky 
AI can dramatically reduce administrative drag—but poorly designed systems introduce 
new risks: 

• Overconfident summaries 
• Loss of nuance 
• Hallucinated completeness 
• Erosion of critical thinking 

This makes human-in-the-loop design non-negotiable. 

AI should: 

• Propose, not finalize 
• Surface uncertainty 
• Preserve access to original context 
• Learn from correction 

 

How I’d Design This for AI Products  
For an AI product embedded in daily work, I would prioritize: 

• Capture as a side effect of work 
• Retrieval speed as a primary success metric (answers, not just documents) 
• Confidence signaling over polished output 
• Human correction as learning input 
• Capacity regained—not usage—as the north star 
• Guided, persona-based setup 

Adoption depends on trust and usefulness, not novelty. 

 

Key Takeaway 
Administrative drag is not inevitable. 

It is a design choice. 

AI creates an opportunity to recover enormous amounts of human capacity—but only when 
knowledge systems respect how people actually think, remember, and work. 
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The goal is not to know more. 
The goal is to spend less energy remembering, explaining, and recreating. 

 

Why This Case Study Matters to AI Companies seeking 
Enterprise Adoption 
AI at work only succeeds only if it: 

• Reduces real cognitive load 
• Fits into the flow of daily work 
• Preserves trust and context 
• Avoids automating noise 

This case demonstrates how I think about AI as cognitive infrastructure, not just a feature—
and how product design determines whether AI becomes indispensable or ignored. 


