NOW IS THE TIME FOR PROCESS IMPROVEMENT IN SERVICE ORGANIZATIONS

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT STRATEGIES

To enhance their competitiveness, service firms need to embrace systems such as Lean,
Six Sigma and practical problem solving, within their organizations to ensure
continuous process improvement. These systems are capable of providing individual
providers with the opportunity to meet and then surpass the challenge of competitors. A
philosophy of continuous process improvement enables a service firm to cultivate a
process-oriented way of thinking and developing strategies that assure continuous
improvement involving people at all levels of the organizational hierarchy. Such a
system requires a new organizational culture that considers change, rather than
complacency, the norm.

In a change environment, continuous process improvement by all employees is
repeatedly emphasized and supported by senior management. Service firms need to
redesign their existing structure to develop multi-skilled employees, and establish team
processes for continuous improvement.

IMPLEMENTING A PROCESS IMPROVEMENT STRATEGY

A burning platform for implementing a continuous improvement system is widespread
dissatisfaction with the current way in which the organization functions. In the case of
profit-making service organizations, dissatisfaction is heightened by red ink or lost
market share. However, with respect to non-profit service
organizations such as government, education, and utilities,
these kinds of competitive pressures are largely absent.

. . . . . A Focused Approach
Therefore, organizational dissatisfaction must be created

from within by the leadership team. Prepare —lay the foundation for process
improvement by organizing the
Top management must provide leadership by establishing a Lendlenelip e audl @iszifing o

compelling vision and mission. Assess the
organization to undercover the gaps
between the current state and future state.

vision for a better organization. This vision must then be
communicated to all employees. Only by creating a high
"discomfort index" can non-profit service organizations hope
to create a desire, and thereby garner the necessary support, Plan —create a strategic process
for organizational change. To sustain continuous improvement plan and focus on the
improvement initiatives, top management should be aware organizational processes critical to
of the crucial role it plays in helping to formulate the vision,

achieving the vision and mission.

mission and values of the organization. In this regard, the Execute —make the process

role of senior management must change from providing improvements happen by putting the

solutions to empowering others within the organization. strategic improvement plan into action.
Sustain —make process improvement a

A FOCUSED A PPROACH TO PROCESS IMPROVEMENT way of life in the organization by shifting
the organization’s culture from a fire

Service organizations should consider a focused approach to fighting mode to one of continuous

process improvement because a disciplined, management process improvement.

led, focused approach is essential if process improvement
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efforts are to succeed. The approach must be targeted at improving the key business
processes that provide a service to a customer. Most key business processes are cross-
functional in nature which means they must be managed across all the functional areas
that play roles in delivering the services.

Tightly focused process improvement initiatives produces results and enhances
performance. In the end, the focus should be on the things that are most important to
the organization, but are not being done well. Many times service organizations focus on
the wrong things—the things that waste time and effort, which are of no value to the
customer or to achieving the strategic goals of the organization.

G ETTING F OCUSED
I use a four step proven approach for getting focused on process improvement.
Step 1: Prepare

In this step senior management and mangers organize and create a Leadership Team
and develop a compelling vision, mission and set of values. They identify critical success
factors and key organizational processes, prioritize those processes, and conduct an

assessment of the organization to determine the current state and what the future state
looks like.

The importance of this step cannot be overlooked because facilitative leadership is
required to create a culture that encourages and rewards continuous process
improvement. Strong leadership from management is a crucial determinant for
maintaining process improvement.

Step 2: Plan

The second step is creating a strategic continuous improvement plan based on the
results of the organizational assessment completed in step one. This plan has two
components a process improvement plan so that those key processes important to the
customer can be improved, and an organizational improvement plan to prepare the
organization for the future.

The process improvement plan is designed to close the gap between current and future
states and is used to select major improvement opportunities and form process
improvement teams to improve the processes by eliminating non-value -added activities
and closing performance gaps.

The organization improvement plan is a roadmap for establishing training, rewards and
recognition, communications, and measurement programs that support the process
improvement initiative.

Incentive and pay structures for motivating behavior and performance under
continuous process improvement systems are purposely designed to encourage group
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team-building behavior and performance rather than individual effort/output.
Rewarding non-group behavior tends to be counterproductive because financial rewards
for individual performance send the wrong message to employees, who in turn will
undermine the process-oriented or team approach.

Training refers to the skill building and staff development that is required for
continuous process improvement. New capabilities are necessary if employees are to
identify and solve problems as a team. If any of these elements are missing, the change
process will break down. Therefore, as employees engage in continuous improvement,
they need to acquire additional skills or be cross-trained to perform new or expanded
roles and jobs.

Step 3: Execute

Once the process improvement teams have been formed and trained it is time to
execute—actually improving the process. Process improvement teams examine the
process to understand how the process works. They spend time analyzing data to
determine how the process is actually working and measure its current performance.
The next step is to decide how it can be improved and then test the improved process.
Improvement may require refining, redesigning or reengineering the process. Based on
their results the team makes recommendations for approval and implementation.

Step 4: Sustain

The final step is to sustain a process improvement culture. This step makes process
improvement a way of life in the service organization. It demands carefully managed
change to ensure the cultural shift from fire fighting to continuous process
improvement. Sustainability only occurs when all employees not just process
improvement teams have the necessary skills and the authority to do what is required to
fix processes and make lasting improvements.

A key element of sustain is employee empowerment. The main drivers behind
continuous process improvement mean that employees are increasingly in need of a
broader and richer skill set along with the authority and responsibility to make
customer-facing decisions. Job skills must be expanded to include not only the basic
work tasks, but also the problem-solving skills necessary to change the way in which
organizational work is performed. This enables them to respond to various demands. In
other words, they must be empowered.

Employee empowerment means that a firm entrusts decision-making authority to
frontline workers in situations where such authority traditionally resided solely with
management. It is important to note that empowerment cannot be mandated from
senior management. To feel empowered, a number of preconditions must be in place:
(1) a shared vision and a common set of values must exist organization-wide; (2)
individuals must be properly trained; (3) benefits must be fairly and equally distributed;



