SHOW ME THE MONEY!!
-Gerry Bruno

A primary motivator behind any attempt at Business Process Improvement or systems upgrades is to see measurable and tangible results. These results may include reduced operating costs, fewer errors/defects, improved customer satisfaction, cycle time or profitability. CEOs and CFOs experience repeated frustrations by investing time and money in hardware, software or consultants hearing pie-in-the-sky promises only to realize little if anything post-implementation. Yet when someone logically examines the improved system the savings should be real. In this short piece we will describe what has happened and what can be done to realize these savings.
Back in the days of the “Efficiency Expert” the issue was fairly simple and clear cut. If the improved system could save the equivalent of ten full time employees, you got out the old meat axe and lopped ten hard working loyal people from the organization. While this approach was straight forward, it was not without draw backs. Staff experiencing these purges fell into 2 categories. The first group is composed of the “Victims.” These staff did nothing wrong yet paid a very high price for organizational inefficiency. They are gone and so are their skills and experience. The second group of staff is called the “Angry Survivors.” “Angry Survivors” saw what happened to their friends and teammates, wondering when it will be their turn. Loyalty to the organization is gone. Future attempts to optimize operations will be met with passive aggressive and overt resistance. 
So how can the organization cash-in on these promised savings without destroying the morale and loyalty of the workforce? There are several techniques that we will explore. The first evolves from a brilliant British Professor, Cyril Northcote Parkinson. Parkinson gives us a simple but powerful concept that has become known as “Parkinson’s Law.”  Simply stated, “Work expands to fill the time available for its completion.” As a Business Process Improvement consultant with 25 years experience, I have seen Parkinson’s Law validated time and time again. At the beginning of my career I had a client that was in the disability insurance business. The organization was about to undergo a significant expansion due to the acquisition of a new program. In what appeared to be good prior planning the organization hired about 20 new staff to process the projected workload. Staff was hired well in advance of the start of the new program. The game plan was to train the new staff and let them function with a reduced caseload for six months. The normal caseload was 100 pending claims. Experienced workers could handle this workload comfortably. After training, the new staff would receive intake until the caseload peaked at 25. The caseload would be maintained at that level for four months then gradually increased to 100 by the 6th month. Knowing the workings of “Parkinson’s Law”, I strongly advised the leadership of the organization against this strategy. My advice was disregarded and 25 pending claims became a full caseload for the new claim processors. It was not because the new hires were lazy or lacking in skills, intelligence or motivation, it was “Parkinson’s Law” in action.

Lack of understanding of “Parkinson’s Law” causes many great process improvement initiatives and systems upgrades come apart at the seams. Any operational improvement will eliminate non-value-added activity or automate manual duties. If we fail to substitute high-value added activity for the eliminated tasks “Parkinson’s Law” comes into play and any gains made via improved efficiency are lost to the inexorable mechanics of Parkinson. Accordingly, when savings are first projected through the improved system or workflow we must identify them and “Repurpose” the time made available through the improvement. In other words we are substituting high value activities for non-value added or obsolete activities. This should be done deliberately using a planning tool with a very short timeline.

If the organization wishes to experience immediate savings through a reduction in force put a velvet glove over the iron fist. Make generous incentive packages and golden parachutes a planned expense in implementing your improvement. Aside from doing the morally correct thing you are ensuring the loyalty of your staff and laying a solid groundwork for future attempts to improve operational efficiency.
Gerry Bruno is the president of Gerard Bruno Associates, a management consulting firm specializing in process and quality improvement. He is a partner in VATS Corp. where he co-developed the Value Added Transition Systems BPI methodology. Gerry is the author of “The Process Analysis Workbook for Government; How to Achieve More with Less”, “The Seven Steps to Improved Workflows”, Process Tips and Tricks Subscription Service and several workbooks on Process and Quality Improvement. Gerry can be contacted at gerry@vatscorp.com
