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BPR: Business People Re-engineering





Business Process Re-engineering has become a phenomenon, yet it remains an enigma. How could any concept which is repeatedly measured in terms of the significance of its massive failure rates,  continue to receive so much attention and still be so hot?





Extreme viewpoints have been strongly debated recently by the “experts”. Academic Michael Hammer contends that to do anything short of obliterating what exists is fruitless�. Former DOD CIO and author Paul Strassman contends that slower, more gradual approaches are the only option and that Hammer is full of hot air�. My feeling is that both of these “Guru’s”, seem to enjoy listening to rhetoric rather than dealing with reality. There is some truth to what they both say but practically speaking, in many areas they are both wrong. Neither approach will work when faced with the acid test of changing our own organizations successfully without destroying them in the process. Both gloss over many of the fundamentals necessary to succeed in any real world business change. This is not surprising since, neither can truly claim to have lived in the trenches of real BPR projects. It is frightening that many organizations will take their lead from either of these extreme positions.





The key issue, they both miss	is the pace at which these changes are becoming necessary as business cycles continue to shrink from years to months.  In this environment of rapidly accelerating change, Dr. Strassman’s concept of Darwinian business evolution may result in extinction.  On the other hand, Dr. Hammer’s big bang theories, even if they work once, do not guarantee sustainable success, and may simply delay an inevitable demise.  A changed business world will be inherited by the aware, the nimble, the fleet of foot, the adaptable.  More importantly, then, our goal should be more than just making it through a painful process redesign project. We should strive to ensure continuing growth and adaptability by learning how to continuously change by nurturing our human resources.





The prime attributes of these sustainable organizations will be their attention to human awareness, knowledge, relationships, and trust developed among their customers, staff, and owners. Business Process Re-engineering for sustainable advantage starts and ends with PEOPLE�. Business People Renewal(BPeR) should be our mission.





�
The Relationship Between Business, Processes And People





In simple terms, the purpose of any business entity is to act as a transformation object         (Figure 1). When appropriate events and conditions trigger action, customer requirements and consumable resources, such as raw materials, money and information(left side)  are transformed into goods and services and business outcomes for the customer’s benefit(right side). At the same time, business performance is measured in terms of appropriate key performance indicators (KPI’s) and evaluated against the requirements of the business owners(top). This is done in accordance with various outside pressures and regulatory standards, recognizing the potential conflict amongst these guiding factors(top). The business applies a number of reusable resources to enable this transformation(bottom). These include the cross-functional processes of the business (despite the  fact that they may not be apparent nor understood), the physical facilities, such as offices, factories, equipment and tools,  the computing and communications technology to enable information flow, knowledge sharing and communications, and the human resources of the organization. The traditional challenge of any business is to find the balance which optimizes results among competing courses of action given performance objectives and scarcity of some resources.
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So What Does This Have To Do With Processes?





Of all of the business enablers described in Figure 1, only business processes can be described in precisely the same terms as the overall business. They transform requirements and consumable resources into business outcomes in response to business events or triggers. Their performance can be measured in exactly the same way as the business overall. Consequently, business performance is directly attributable to process performance and a business is simply the collection of all of its cross-functional  processes. Everything else, such as technology and policy, enables the process to be effective or constrains its ability to perform.
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Why Are The People So Important?





Despite the incredibly fast and flexible manufacturing facilities now possible, and the sophisticated communications and computing environments now found, people are still the essential element which enables businesses and their processes to be effective. If systems fail, if equipment breaks down, if customers are not satisfied, if owners are disgruntled, the focal point is ultimately a human one. Poor materials and facilities can be blamed, but they cannot be responsible nor accountable. Only people can make and carry out the commitments required. Accountability for outcomes, of importance to external or internal customers, is directly attributable to the making and keeping of commitments.. Accountability for business performance is realizable only if we link process performance to human performance directly. If we do not, breakdowns will occur, no one will be responsible, customers will not be satisfied and business performance will suffer. Accountability comes from full responsibility for process outcomes delivered through complete processes.





Trends in Processes and Customer-Supplier Relationships





A number of clear trends, associated with the switch to a fast paced customer-centric knowledge-based economy brought about by the Computer and Communications revolution are becoming apparent. Figure 2 shows this tendency.
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In the industrial revolution, work was separated into that done by the “thinkers”, i.e. Invention, and that done by the “Doers”, i.e.  Mass Production. In the information and technology revolution now underway, even if the product does not change quickly, workers are required to become both “thinkers” and “doers”  by becoming involved in the process of improving how work is performed, i.e. Continuous Improvement. Ultimately, with ever shrinking business cycles along with customers demanding more specific products and services, workers require the ability to respond to differing customer demands without a constant redevelopment of the process to satisfy them, i.e. Mass Customization.





These trends are easier to recognize, understand and make possible, once the traceability from business performance to human accountability is analyzed. One notable aspect of this was first recognized by John Naisbitt of Megatrends� fame who observed that successful technologies were the ones which enabled humans to be more human: High Tech / High Touch. This observation has since been validated by the results of many BPR initiatives. Many of these fall into the emerging categories below, which can be described by the nature of the human interaction required between the “customer” and “supplier” at each instance of the process:





Single Point of Contact: Each customer representative deals with one supplier representative, who has full process accountability at the front line, who is a trained, capable supplier with access to all appropriate knowledge, information, tools, and decision making authority. This is a full human to human relationship for situations that require knowledge and someone who cares to avoid and / or deal with customer-supplier breakdown.





Self-Help: Each customer initiates or dispenses their own service through supplier-provided mechanisms, often automated and distributed, according to pre-defined process protocols, terms and conditions that the customer and supplier have agreed upon. This often allows service to be provided beyond the normal working hours of the supplier. However, this human to machine relationship may require a human to human exception process in the case of breakdown.





Automated Exchange:  Each customer receives supplier service automatically with no direct involvement by either customer or supplier in the transaction. It is conducted according to predefined process protocols, terms and conditions using interfacing technologies. This is best suited to situations which do not require interpretation or those which simply pass information reduce human drudgery. This machine to machine relationship may also require a human to human exception process in the case of breakdown.





Obviously only the appropriate solution style should be applied. There is little sense in using a voice response system for a 911 call. Likewise, it is not necessary for a bank to stay open twenty-four hours a day to dispense cash when ATM’s have become the norm. In general, there may be opportunity to improve service and free up resources by implementing Automated Exchange and Self-Help solutions. This will create sufficient capacity for the human resources of the organization to spend ‘quality time’ with customers when needed.


�
The Customer-Supplier Chain





Associated with most of these trends, there is a clear flattening of the organization for the suppliers to be most effective. There is also a tendency to work in small teams whose performance can be based on measures of process outcomes. In every one of these trends, the nature of the management of the customer-supplier chain is paramount. The requirement in all cases is to deliver appropriate outcomes to the customer. This involves the right products and services for the right customer, at the right time, at the right place, in the desired manner, for the expected price and according to any other expectations the customer may have. Only then can we obtain both customer acceptance and customer satisfaction. To do this, process designs must be based on synchronizing the relationships between customer and supplier roles between organizations and within organizations and ensuring there are no weak links where breakdowns can occur (Figure 3).





�





For each instance of each link, the accountability must be clearly defined as the production of the required customer outcomes. This requires that the full set of commitments from both the customer and supplier be clearly understood and constantly managed. Each link requires the resolution of the Process Relationship Triangle� in Figure 4 to be clearly understood before embarking on the journey of providing the product or service. 





�





This means negotiating the criteria for product and service acceptance as well as customer satisfaction, in advance, and keeping the commitments required to deliver. The commitments made at this time are personal. They must not breakdown during the process if the desired outcomes are to be realized and if the relationship is to prosper in the long term.





Characteristics Of A Well-Designed Process For People





Good process designs are intended to minimize the likelihood of process breakdown. They should also provide ways of dealing with breakdown should it occur so that the customer - supplier relationship is not irreparable. This equates to designing solutions with clear accountabilities for measurable process outcomes to be delivered to customers while meeting the objectives of the owners of the business entity. It also means that it is possible for the service providers and customers to be able to confidently make the personal commitments necessary for the accountability to be meaningful. This dilemma leads to process design guidelines which are sometimes contradictory.





For example, it is often extremely desirable for service providers to handle the entire set of transactions for a particular customer. In banking, there is a trend towards full service personal financial advisors rather than the traditional process of passing the customer to a series of specialists, each of whom is an expert in a particular financial instrument. This is better for the customer and the bank if it works. However, finding and training the staff to conduct such a process is significantly more difficult. The question of potential breakdown must be addressed.





Richmond Savings in British Columbia, Canada has been successful in the cross-functional, no hand-offs model. They developed their processes to support the advisor in fulfilling service to the customers. They developed supporting technologies for this role and invested heavily in training their staff to increase their skills and their basic knowledge of customer related issues. In doing so they eliminated a large source of breakdown as well as provided enhanced service. More importantly in the long run, they have built an environment of being capable to adopt and introduce new products and services more quickly. Competitors of Richmond Savings have tried to respond with a similar approach but have discovered that the base educational level of many existing staff was not sufficient to consider placing them in the position of advising customers on the best set of instruments to maximize their wealth. In this scenario, aggressively adopting a full-service, single point of contact strategy would introduce more opportunity for breakdown than it would alleviate. These institutions have been able to implement the concept for a subset of their customers only.
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A Customer-Supplier Template Based on Commitment





For every step in the process of delivery which involves a hand-off or a delegation, there is a reusable commitment-based process design approach which has proven to be successful. This approach, which extends upon some of the concepts independently developed by Michael Howe, is best articulated in the works of Professors Fernando Flores of Berkeley and Terry Winograd of Stanford.� Their work can be viewed as a the basis for a repeatable generic process to be applied at every hand-off (Figure 5). 
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This process navigates the network of requests, commitments and cooperative action required. There are four principal steps in the model: ‘Prepare’, ‘Negotiate’, ‘Perform’, and ‘Assess’. My experience is that there is also an ongoing ‘Evaluate’ step which is invoked in the case of breakdown of understanding, agreement or commitment. It leads to a set of pre-dispositions, which feed back into subsequent instances of the process and partially determine the nature of the ongoing relationship between customer and supplier.





When this set of steps is designed-in at each hand-off point in the process and the staff trained in  its navigation, breakdown is minimized. Should it occur, mechanisms exist to handle it. When it is present, processes deliver results because the protocol exists to ensure that conditions of product acceptability and customer satisfaction are known in advance. When it is absent, as our work usually finds in “As-Is” analysis, disconnects and gaps become obvious and the root causes of problems found later, such as unhappy customers, are more easily traced.
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The model starts with the ‘Prepare’ phase, which will be conducted according to whatever  processes the customer uses to identify their needs or whatever processes the supplier uses to identify opportunities or customer requirements. As a result of this step, a request for service is made and/or an offer of service is tendered. Both the nature and style of the request or the offer will be colored by the background and experience that each party has with the other. A customer may decide to not make a request of a supplier in whom there has been a loss of trust due to prior non-delivery. Likewise dissatisfaction may pre-exist due to the way in which they feel they were treated or even through reputation or hearsay. A supplier may choose not to extend an offer of service to a customer who has proven to be difficult to please in the past. Relationships, internal to the organization often exhibit the signs of expected breakdown. This may be due to the loss of confidence or trust built up over time and due to neither party feeling at liberty to reject or withdraw. In any case, requests or offers are generated and associated with them are a set of initial, but usually incomplete conditions of acceptance and satisfaction.





The ‘Negotiate’ step is critical to the customer-supplier protocol. It will take any request or offer, including counter-requests and counter-offers, and produce a mutually understandable and acceptable set of terms and conditions. These will define the acceptance criteria for the product or service to be delivered and the requirements for satisfaction of the customer. It will also provide a common understanding of the commitments, which must be honored by the customer and supplier in order to achieve success. These commitments will sometimes be made personally on behalf of their entire organizations, in order that the terms and criteria can be reached. The conditions for accountability through the execution of the process instance will now have been set. These include, product or service definition, timing, cost or price, payment terms, ongoing communications, mechanisms for dealing with breakdown and others. Depending on the relationship and experience between the parties, these terms may be more or less explicit.  Measurement of the success of the process can now be formulated on a customer instance by instance basis. Rather than measuring what percentage of product was shipped in less than two days: an internal measure of little relevance to the customer, we can now measure what proportion of product was received by the customer within the agreed delivery time-frames. This recognizes that, for some customers, four days is perfectly acceptable, even desirable, and for others, tomorrow is too late. This is the essence of good process design, good performance measurement, mass customization and effective customer-supplier relationships . Both customer and supplier now have a common vested interest in the same result. This step provides the effective coordination “so that breakdowns are infrequent and [there is] a standing commitment by both speaker and listener to enter into dialog in the face of breakdown”�.


�



By nature, the ‘Negotiate’ step is an iterative one which includes cycles of countering by both parties. It may result in either a rejection of an offer or request by the other party: e.g. ‘We are not interested in your services, even at the lowest prices that you propose’. It can also end in the withdrawal of the offer or request before agreement has been reached: e.g.  ‘Upon careful review, we feel that we would like to withdraw our proposal, due to our belief that we cannot produce a solution to the quality levels you expect’. As a result, there may be consequences which affect the relationship between the parties which will be dealt with in the ‘Evaluate’ step.





The ‘Perform’ step produces and delivers the goods and services defined in the ‘Negotiate’ step, which focused on defining the right thing to do and the commitments for them. The appropriate players in both supplying and customer organizations will now execute the personal commitments made earlier. This will likely include defining or confirming the component process steps required to produce and to recognize progress of the production and delivery work. In order to reduce opportunity for breakdown due to lack of understanding and lack of commitment, hand-offs will be reduced to their logical minimum. Where other producers must get involved due to expertise or available capacity, the prime supplier will have to take on the role, internally, as customer and request service from another internal or external supplier. In this way all steps of the customer-supplier commitment cycle can repeatedly cascade down and outside of the organization until all work has been completed, i.e. accepted, by all customer and supplier roles.





This step strives to produce the deliverable products and services according to expectations. Often, as this is in progress, the customer will request or the supplier will suggest modifications to the solution being provided. This requires a pre-understood protocol which should have been established in the ‘Negotiate’ stage and will result in a return to ‘Negotiate’ for the renewal of conditions, criteria and commitments. Failure to either provide for this or to invoke it, is a common cause of breakdown or source of customer dissatisfaction later. After the fact statements such as the following are not unusual: ‘If you had told me that changing the order would delay delivery of all line items, I would not have done it. I needed the product last week not next week. Now I look bad to my customers and I have the attention of my boss, which I do not need!’. These show a lack of earlier recognition of potential breakdown in commitments. In some cases, the customer or the supplier will completely withdraw from the commitment despite the fact that the work may be underway. Customers sometimes cancel contracts due to budget or political pressures. Suppliers sometimes back out because it may only have become obvious part way through that delivery is not feasible. Consequences from these withdrawals may be severe and expensive. Nevertheless, this phase usually results in an assertion by the supplier that the job is done. In the customer-supplier protocol, however, it is not, until  appropriate customer assessment has been completed.
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The ‘Assess’ step has two major components, which on the surface appear to be the same: assessment of the acceptability of the products and services produced and satisfaction with the supplier and its processes. These are quite different and their blending can lead to confusion within delivery organizations. Experience tells us that it is not unusual to like the product but hate how we are treated. It is not uncommon to discover customers accepting deliverables or solutions only because their backs are to the wall and they feel at the mercy of the supplier believing that something is better than nothing. But it does not mean that they like it or that they will be back. Completion does not guarantee customer satisfaction. Withdrawal can also happen even at this late date. It is conceivable that the customer could withdraw without accepting deliverables but still be happy with the supplier. Unusual customer business situations such as a merger or takeover may change the customer’s need. Furthermore, recognition by the customer that they cannot meet their own commitments may void the agreement. In this step, deliverables may be rejected and counterproposals for re-negotiation of conditions and terms may be necessary.





Lack of acceptance and withdrawal will usually have more serious consequences the later they occur. This is due to the difficulties and expense of changing product and service deliveries and also due to emotions associated with the breakdown in commitments on either or both sides. At this point hardened positions due to the lack of mutual trust make the situation more difficult. Problems at this juncture are the result of breakdown, which can often be traced to the lack of establishment of  standing commitments or the terms and conditions associated with them in the ‘Negotiate’ step.





Lastly, the ‘Evaluate’ step, which does not exist, as such, in the Flores/Winograd model, will evaluate the overall customer-supplier relationship. It will handle consequences of misalignment of expectations, commitments and delivery for specific instances of the process. It will also provide feedback and a historical perspective to the entire customer-supplier protocol for specific customers and suppliers. Extreme responses could be: ‘We will never do work for XYZ company again’ or ‘I wish we could contract this one out, because our people have never delivered anything this big or tricky on time, much less to our requirements’. They could also be ‘Let’s use ABC Inc. because they really deliver a great product, when we need it and they understand and work with us. Let’s not take a chance on anyone else.’ Even no experience or exposure prejudices the relationship. Whether we like it or not, these pre-dispositions are always in play. They are not necessarily rational nor apparent, but they govern if, when  and how our relationships will work when we start with the next process instance in ‘Prepare’.





This cycle is never ending. It is based on people, process, and performance. Its pre-dispositions and biases are based on the history of the supplier and customer and can only be changed through successful action over time. It requires commitment building and commitment management. It has the characteristic of being universally applicable and infinitely recursive. It is “complete: all possible outcomes can be represented...it can be used to describe the highest level transactions of an enterprise all the way down to the specific actions of an individual”�.
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How Can We Incorporate These Concepts Into BPeR Projects





Designing good processes for people, using the Customer-Supplier Template, is a necessary condition for success. It requires the activities in the overall process flow, as well as in each instance of the ‘Perform’ step, to be comprised of defined, professional, value-added activities linking business events to business outcomes. Good overall process solutions incorporate a linking chain of process steps and introduce the customer-supplier template at each hand-off or delegation point. This helps all supplier and customer roles to avoid breakdown across the maze of the delivery value chain. 





Any such approach must enable real Business Process Re-engineering which I define as ‘The significant improvement of business performance through massively parallel change’ The parallel aspects of change are depicted in Figure 6. ALL aspects must be considered together and implemented concurrently for BPR project success. Of the six faces on the hexagon, four deal directly with human issues. This is required of radical or evolutionary change projects.
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Any approach to process change must ensure that processes are appropriately designed for business performance with human accountability and personal commitment. In addition, the solutions must be practical and implementable.





Achieving these changes requires a proven framework, which ensures traceability from the business strategy, to the process designs and the human accountabilities incorporating technologies as enablers. Because of the requirement of personal commitments to be maintained to avoid breakdown in the solution, a focus on human change in the process of providing the solution, i.e. the BPR project, is paramount. In our experience, at least fifty percent of the effort of successful BPR initiatives deals with the people issues and the transformation of the human resources. An example of such a framework is the Process Renewal Group’s Business People Renewal(BPeR) TM approach (Figure 7).  
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This framework is comprehensive but to describe all of the human aspects throughout would take more space than possible in this brief article. Some of the key considerations, from the perspective of the customer supplier template, are the following.





In the ‘Architect and Align’ Stage, the initial business connections are traced and analyzed for degree of alignment. These progress from business vision and mission,  to business performance, to customers, to events and outcomes, to core and support processes, to process performance, to technology and information architectures and to human requirements, capabilities and capacities. Customer and staff surveys are conducted to identify major areas or recurrent breakdown and the macro opportunity for improvement in processes is determined. Due to the requirement for ongoing change, and short business cycles, this is an ongoing process, synchronized with the planning cycle of the business overall.





In the ‘Select’ Stage, high potential processes have their performance measured in greater detail and compared to other organizations’ results to determine priority and significance of the required change program, e.g. radical or incremental. Critical points of breakdown in the process are documented and the process and project are scoped. A business vision is created and specific objectives established for performance improvement and incorporation into the initial business case. A set of ‘BPeR Principles to Live By’, incorporating the customer-supplier protocol is developed and mutual commitments are made to it by all stakeholders and team members. The cross-functional team is confirmed and the human communications strategy developed and initiated.


�



In the ‘Understand’ Stage, models are built of the actual process as it really exists today. The absence or presence and effectiveness of the customer-supplier protocol is analyzed with particular attention paid to sources and causes of breakdown. Questions of complete accountability and the effectiveness of the human commitment management process are examined. Wherever possible, interim or early wins are implemented to gain support from staff and management. This represents a start on the transformation of the human resource to provide the appropriate pre-disposition for the solution. This phase must not become an exercise in modeling but an exercise to use models as tools to show the process problems and opportunities for better customer-supplier work flow.





In the ‘Renew Process’ Stage, the enabling effects of technologies and other process benchmark ideas are examined along with the opportunities to apply some of the process and organizational trends outlined earlier in this paper. These are combined into a short list of alternatives approaches, which are evaluated in an updated business case review. The new business process is then modeled and the customer-supplier protocol is applied. This occurs at each point where there is a process supplier and customer relationship as well as each place where there is a delegation or other such hand-off. The design is reviewed for full business event-to-outcome accountability and the commitment management process validated. Simulations of performance are often developed and event-through-outcome business scenario’s are developed. Management and staff  use these to walk through the design using mocked-up or prototyped technology user interfaces. This assures human understanding, buy in and gradual transformation.





In the ‘Renew Enablers’ Stage, the necessary supports for transformation are built. These include the procedural details of the process definition and associated policies, the technology platform and systems, the physical facilities, and the people. The procedural and policy aspects will incorporate the details of the customer-supplier protocol for the process undergoing change. The platform and systems will be built to ensure that information of relevance to the steps in the customer-supplier process flow is available at all points in the process. It will also ensure that the work and workers are connected and that the process itself is monitored and measured automatically. Appropriate tools for the management of the customer-supplier protocol are now available�. The physical facilities will be designed to better support a customer-supplier relationship of the appropriate type in the appropriate locations.





This stage will also develop the mechanisms by which people will change, including the role and job descriptions, the education and training programs, the organizational structure, the reward and recognition programs and the human resource policy changes. These will follow the lead of the entire process definition based on the defined process flow and the customer-supplier template at the hand-off point. They will have to incorporate how the enablers can support beginning to end processes whereby complete results are produced, how teams will work together and how business and individual performance and incentives will be aligned. 
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The ‘Renew Enablers’ stage is where most of the time and money will be consumed. The communications program continues to be in full swing at this time and the opportunity for as many affected staff to be involved in some way is actively pursued to maintain the human transformation..





In the ‘Implement’ Stage, the solution is rolled out. Facilities and systems are installed. Staff are trained. Organization responsibilities are made operational. Pilot projects are run to validate and fine tune integrated solutions. They will strive to prove to the resisters or doubters that this is not a high risk effort. They will ensure that the appropriate human supports will be in place. This stage will be hard work but rewarding if the previous stages were done properly with the people issues at the top of the list. It will be hell if they were not.





Summary





If we take advantage of the approaches described above it will be possible to build a new type of enterprise. As a result we will be more flexible and maneuverable. The jobs in the new process will be defined by each of the roles between hand-offs. Staff will be nodes on the network not boxes on an organizational chart. The organization will be customer acceptance / satisfaction driven. Work will be customer-event triggered and deliverable / results focused. Everyone will know that they are in business to serve customers and they will know how. Only value added activities will be conducted. Total process measures will be aligned with teamwork and incentives and the basis for total process continuous improvement will be in place.





Dr. Strassman can say all he wants but this sounds revolutionary to me. Dr. Hammer can promise the world, but we will only get there in an evolutionary manner over time and only if we design for humans and make them the prime focus of our activities.
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