Integrate. Automate. Maximize operations for bottom-line results. 

Getting Your Managerial Act Together: Eleven Steps to Organizational Clarity
Busy-ness leads to corporate blindness

by Woodrow "Woody" H. Sears, International School of Management, Vilnius, Lithuania
Busy-ness creates a kind of blindness.

The steps that follow can lead to new visions of corporate effectiveness.

Step 1: Diagram the workflow. Make sure everyone knows how the work flows by creating workflow charts that map every process from start to completion. Use 3-M post-its. Paper your conference room with them. Use colors to identify resource groups, delays for manager approvals, points at which quality control fails.

Involve employees who do the work. Let them position the post-its until everyone agrees the map accurately represents the workflow. Expect to find redundant tasks, patterns of delays and breakdowns. Expect to be surprised by the unnecessarily complex procedures that have evolved. Complexity is a crutch to the slothful. It supports "Yes, but ..." excuses.

Step 2: Use the flowchart as a diagnostic tool. After employees have created process maps that describe daily routines, assemble managers to review the flowcharts. Get them to talk about (1) where the work breaks down and why they think it happens; (2) skill or procedural gaps and why they exist; (3) recommendations for gap-closing efforts and ways to "clean up" the workflow.

Overly complicated processes frequently begin as protection against incompetent workers or punishing managers. If competence is at issue, here’s an opportunity to identify the knowledge, abilities, skills, and other requirements for successful performance.

Step 3: Check for defects in support systems. Identify where "routine work" interferes with project support. Redefine or revise support groups' procedures to ensure that in-house customers receive on-time, on-budget, high-quality products/services; and that external customers receive prompt, courteous responses. Everyone works for their customers!

Really? Groups sometimes bottleneck production because of restrictive procedures, a manager's ego, or collective retaliation against unpopular managers. Sure, functions can be subbed-out, but maybe it’s better to get a new manager and to keep experienced employees.

Step 4: Package workflow documentation. Once process maps are rationalized, activity durations can be established. Durations frequently can be reduced, permitting more work with the same number of employees, reducing unit costs, enhancing the organization's competitive position, and creating job security for the employees involved.

Working people always know how to do their jobs better, faster, and cheaper – if they are convinced to share their insights. Document everything! Make certain that all contributions are acknowledged, and savings rewarded.

Step 5: Develop a flow chart manual. Suppose, like a corporate "road atlas," all process maps were collected in a single document. It would say, graphically, "This is how we do our work." Then, when things don’t come together, there’s a place — a document — that can reveal why employee effort and good will could not prevail. When TVs crash, repair shops have a book of schematic diagrams to consult. Why not have organizational schematics to consult when problems appear?

Instead, in most organizations, someone two or three levels removed from the problem makes remedial decisions that penalize employees and ignore structural faults in work processes. Plans fail, schedules slip, budgets overrun, and nothing is learned and recorded to bolster success next time. Without standard operating procedures, discrepancy data is next to useless.

Step 6: Develop workflow briefings. When your workflow manual is assembled, let everyone see it! They helped create it, so celebrate it. Make it your "law of the land." Put it to work. Charter managers to make it work or they will sabotage the manual, the effort behind it, and its potential for contributing to the welfare of all.

Equip your senior people to become in-house, on-site mentors; to become "each one teach one" interveners. Maintain the focus on standards and organizational discipline. Use the manual to (1) state expectations of staff, (2) get new people up-to-speed quickly, and (3) to develop staff competence and depth across the organization. All have a stake in the success of the organization; everyone has a role in creating the success; and everyone needs to know the game plan and the requirements to be met. Employees will rise to the challenge!

Step 7: Train your managers. One of the casualties of the computer age and flat organizations is manager training — the cheapest form of insurance against employee malfeasance and workers' compensation abuses. Interpersonal skills are essential! Functional and project managers must know how to talk straight, work collaboratively, and share resources to achieve the goals of the common vision. Inept managers corrupt the best systems, create turnover among competent staff, and increase production costs.

Employees "vote" for or against management daily with their gifts of extra effort and attention to details. Pockets of poor performance? Look to supervisors for the cause and the cure. Disappointed employees who retaliate against management won’t focus on disciplined replication of proven process.

Step 8: Establish a single scheduling function. Most jobs have been done before, so someone knows how long they ought to take. When times and resources are recorded, scheduling accuracy can create more billable time for equipment and people.

This idea refutes the efficacy of teams and freestanding directorates. But face it: More precise scheduling creates revenue without overhead! If you schedule all resources every day so that actual times and costs are documented, you can budget, bid, and bill more precisely; level workloads, optimize resource use, and enhance services. This builds revenues, goodwill with customers, and security for employees. Also, it simplifies management.

Step 9: Build a working quality control system. Better! Faster! Cheaper! Your best chance to meet stringent performance standards and maintain a competitive advantage is to measure everything, set targets, and reward even small increments of improvement. Persist!

Set up your work for fast feedback; break it into manageable increments so you can intervene early when things go wrong and prevent failure. Spend time every day inspecting work in progress. There’s no substitute for employees seeing their manager inspecting, and no stronger message about the importance of goals, objectives, and targets. And discipline. When the manager shows up, so do the supervisors!

Quality is not an abstract notion. Everyone doing work should know what’s expected, and what will be inspected. Then, managers truly can help employees (1) understand their roles, (2) perform successfully, and (3) contribute to the organization's success.

Step 10: Put Expect/Inspect to work. Integrate positive expectations and frequent inspections into the organization's culture and value system; expect sharp performance, and inspect for excellence in execution. This non-negotiable element of all managed effort is the means by which common vision is maintained! Nothing less can be tolerated in this competitive economy. Expectations must have a basis in values, or they sound like ego statements. Inspections must contribute to praiseworthy performance, or they feel repressive and punishing. Employees need appreciation. They will repay it every time. Expect/inspect/reward!

Step 11: Develop and enforce ethical standards. It’s not possible to build productive systems with people who cheat employees, lie to customers, and take the low road to life. What you tolerate, you validate! Managers must resist pressures to abuse employees, stretch the truth, and destroy relations with customers and the host community. Public relations cannot neutralize toxic residues of hurtful acts for profit. Recent literature is full of exemplary customer service stories, but few about rooting out managers who take shortcuts to "meet their numbers" or otherwise create illusions of well-being. Every organization has some; none want to admit it.

As competitive pressures intensify, controls must be structured to assist employees to engage in collaborative problem-solving. “Open book” management allows employees to see the impact of their daily choices. Maybe it represents the last, best step in employee empowerment.

Managing Into the 21st Century
This approach works.

These steps will help you involve employees in building your business and protecting their jobs. No frills. No gimmicks. No psycho-babble. Nothing complicated. Just common sense and common courtesy -- translated into practices that can be replicated wherever there is a collective will to manage resources.

These 11 steps lead to new levels of competence, performance, and control to enhance your organization's competitive edge. They can be incorporated at little cost as part of your corporate strategy. They build rapport with employees, and fuel a new "can do" spirit.

Many of the processes mentioned in this monograph can be created by your staff, or added to existing programs. All of them are simple, because only simple things can be replicated by a lot of people.

Still, these are powerful processes.

Put them to work!

