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Introduction

This collection of articles on managing people and behaviours, written by Oliver Wight 

Partner, Stuart Harman and Managing Partner, Mike Reed, was first published as a series 

in Singapore Business Review. Oliver Wight are regular contributors in its education and 

professional services categories.

Oliver Wight are business improvement specialists. We believe sustainable business 

improvement can’t be delivered by external consultants, but only by your own people, 

so unlike other consultancy firms we transfer our knowledge to you. We consider people 

and the right behaviours to hold the key to successful improvement. Using a practical 

hands-on approach, Oliver Wight help you to enthuse your staff and drive rigour, focus 

and sustainability in your change programme.

Mike and Stuart have thirty five years and twenty years experience respectively. This 

article series conveys just some of the knowledge that will help you to harness the power 

of your people and unlock their potential to deliver performance levels and financial 

results that last.
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Education is the key to sustainable business improvement

part of the culture of the company and not just 
a short term program.

Fundamental change in processes and systems 
must be communicated to, and understood, 
by the critical mass of employees, because it 
is they who will be asked to use them, and it is 
they on whom success depends.

Understanding however is only the first step.  
To fully integrate people, processes and tools 
and realise maximum benefits, an organisation 
has to secure their acceptance and ownership 
of the new ways of working. Moreover, by 
involving more internal people in the change 
process, the benefits can be achieved earlier as 
the new processes and tools can be designed 
to better fit the organisation.

There are three principles to follow:
1) Get employees on board by exciting them 
about the business potential, which can be 
brought about by change. Open their eyes 
to best practice methodology, using cross-
industry references to demonstrate where there 
is potential for improvement within their own 
organisation. This is not a criticism of the way 
employees have been operating, but instead 
a look at methods better suited to the current 
market environment.

2) Engage people – from managers to front 
line staff - in the process, by encouraging 
their participation in the process redesign.  
Employees often have useful views on how 
efficiencies and positive changes can be made, 
and are far more likely to embrace change if 
they are actively involved in the process.

In order to achieve and maintain competitive 
advantage, many organisations are increasingly 
turning to change programs. Any such program 
must of course, give due attention to business 
processes, tools and technology; but these 
alone are insufficient to secure long-term gains. 
Ultimately successful and sustainable business 
improvement depends on behavioural change. 
The individual may be the smallest component 
in a change process, but they are also the 
most important.

As any manager will know, changing the 
behaviour of individuals is not always an 
easy task, and it is often this, which presents 
the greatest barrier to change. This change, 
however, is fundamental. Put simply: if an 
individual won’t change, the organisation can’t.

How, then, do we get people to change; to 
integrate with new process and tools? The 
answer is simple: education. But whilst the 
answer may be straightforward, education 
presents a significant challenge to organisations 
and few do it well. This is where external 
consultancies can play a role. They have 
knowledge and experience, which can help 
change attitudes and inspire people to buy 
into the new way of working.  However, you 
cannot rely on external consultancies to make 
the change for you; sustainable improvement 
needs to come from within - lead from 
the top and cascaded down through the 
organisation by internal change agents; the 
key people at each level of the organisation. 
Successful education therefore requires that the 
consultancy firm transfers its knowledge to the 
client organisation, so that change becomes 

The speed of change in business has accelerated tremendously over the last decade. 

Epitomised by the pace at which the global financial crisis (GFC) descended on us, 

there’s no arguing the dynamism of the current business environment, worldwide. One 

important message to come out of the recession is that continuous improvement and the 

pursuit of business excellence are vital to any organisation’s future survival and success.
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3) Ensure individuals understand their role 
within the business.  Providing a broad 
perspective allows them to see how important 
their role is in securing the new processes, and 
what difference this will make not only to their 
job, but also the business as a whole.

Behavioural change is a significant task, 
which will inevitably take time. You have to be 
realistic about the scope and timescale of a 
change project. That is not to say deadlines 
shouldn’t be set, but rather the project should 

be conducted in digestible chunks, allowing 
time for the implications to sink in, so people 
can accept and adapt to the new technology 
or mode of operation, and eventually take 
ownership.

Any business improvement, then, relies on the 
integration of people and behaviour, with new 
processes and tools. This challenge depends 
heavily on education. Failure to sufficiently 
invest in people will inevitably fatally undermine 
the success of any change program.
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How to manage change projects

With technology continually evolving and the marketplace constantly changing, it goes 

without saying that improvement projects are a necessity in gaining or maintaining 

competitive advantage. Managing change has become a way of life at corporate level 

and educating people is a vital factor in its success. It’s surprising, then, how many 

executives still get it wrong.

the processes you need, and the performance 
levels that will be necessary.

You are asking your staff to aim for something 
that may not happen for 18 months.  
Throughout that period you have to help them 
believe that eventually the picture painted 
really will come true and it will be worth it for 
everyone. The project is about getting them 
in that frame of mind; but if someone doesn’t 
provide that vision, they simply won’t reach the 
end.

The route map for success is deceptively 
simple:

•	 Set a realistic scope and timescale
•	 Ensure you have buy-in at every level of the 

organisation
•	 Find the right project manager
•	 Appoint a team that is not only capable 

of driving change through their own 
departments but can also work together

•	 Allocate the tasks
•	 Equip the team with the facilities and 

technology they need to handle the project 
effectively

•	 Communicate and educate thoroughly
•	 Monitor results and give on-going support

Sustainable change requires top down 
commitment and bottom up ownership of the 
new ways of working, and it is the manager’s 
role to ensure this occurs.

In the headlong rush for change many 
executives underestimate the importance 
of getting the basics right. How you interact 
with and educate your staff can have a huge 
impact on the implementation of a culture of 
continuous change.

The first thing a manager has to do is define the 
scope of a project and the time it will take. This 
has to be realistic – not too wide or too fast.

Once the scope’s set, it is fundamental the 
message is communicated throughout the 
organisation. The critical factor most often 
ignored is the need to take the message to the 
entire audience – people must be engaged with 
the project, because it is upon their actions that 
success depends. Missing out a group like the 
shop floor, for example, and then expecting 
them to pick it up on the run is a recipe 
for disaster. A major project doesn’t mean 
chucking the whole organisation up in the air 
and seeing what comes down again; you have 
to give people time for the implications to sink 
in, so they can adapt to the new technology or 
processes.

In successful organisations, the entire 
workforce has a level of understanding of 
how the whole business runs, its strategy and 
where it’s trying to go. This vision must come 
from and belong to the senior executive. You 
have to do some very advanced thinking about 
where you want your business to be heading, 
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Performance measures and key performance indicators (KPIs) are a powerful part of a 

manager’s tool kit but when applied inappropriately their cost can actually outweigh the 

benefit they provide. Are you using your performance measures appropriately or are they 

costing you money?

Performance measurement is important in any 
business. An old adage, which still stands true 
today is ‘you can’t improve what you don’t 
measure.’ By informing us of where we are at, 
performance measures play several key roles. 
They:

•	 Provide control: management can measure 
current levels of activity and see where 
improvements can be made

•	 Enable decision-making: they provide 
important information and visibility across the 
organisation, helping executives make timely 
and effective decisions 

•	 Provide direction: performance measures 
link activities to the business strategy 
and provide employees at all levels with 
information about what is required to drive 
the organisation towards its aims

A well-designed and well-executed 
performance measurement process can drive 
a company towards its strategic objectives and 
provide that competitive edge. Unfortunately, 
there are a number of pitfalls awaiting the 
unwary organisation, and in the worst-case 
scenario, the costs associated with establishing 
and generating performance measures can 
even outweigh the benefits. 

Some of the most common issues with 
performance measurement are:

1. Lack of alignment across the 
organisation
All performance measures need to be for 
the overall improvement of the organisation 
and should not drive conflicting behaviour.  

Within some organisations departments and 
individuals find themselves in conflict, as the 
targets they have been set have a negative 
impact elsewhere. For example, a product 
development group may be measured against 
number of production trials, but production 
trials inevitably have an adverse impact on plant 
uptime, and maximising uptime could be the 
performance measure for the manufacturing 
department. This can cause conflict between 
the two departments and a sub-optimal 
outcome for the organisation.

2. Gaps in the measures applied through 
the organisation hierarchy
A good test to see if an organisation is using 
performance measures to effectively deploy 
and drive strategy, is to ask an individual at 
the lowest level in the organisational hierarchy 
to explain how the performance measures 
used for their role or the processes that they 
work on, link to the achievement of the overall 
business strategy.  

For example, a KPI for completion of planned 
maintenance activities. This should have an 
effect on machine availability and thus on 
master production schedule performance, 
and subsequently on the ability to deliver in 
full on time (DIFOT), which is fundamental for 
achieving a business strategy of becoming a 
reliable business partner.

This example illustrates the cause-effect 
relationship between the measures applied 
at the different levels of hierarchy within the 
organisation. Understanding how the different 
measures affect one another helps to highlight 

Are your organisation’s performance measures costing 
you money?
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any gaps in strategy and can be useful in 
identifying improvement activity, particularly 
if higher level measures aren’t achieving their 
targets.  Providing visibility throughout the 
organisation also allows different departments 
and individuals to see how they contribute to 
the success of the business, giving them more 
incentive to do well and consequently greater 
job satisfaction. 

3. Not being used to drive improvement
Many organisations devote considerable 
time and resource to the preparation of 
performance data and brightly coloured charts 
and presentations each month, but not all of 
them do anything with the outcome.  It’s no use 

displaying performance measures on the wall 
if they don’t provoke any action – in this case 
some attractive wallpaper will do the same job, 
for considerably less cost!  A significant effort 
is required to measure performance properly 
and to get full value, organisations need to 
include targets and control limits to drive better 
performance going forwards.  

Performance levels should be analysed and 
in the event targets are not being achieved 
root cause analysis undertaken to understand 
why, and then corrective actions agreed and 
monitored.  Improvement without measurement 
is impossible, but measurement that is not used 
to drive improvement is a waste in itself. 
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Senior executives getting involved in the day-to-day running of the business, be it 

deliberately or unwillingly, may not on the face of it, be a major issue but it is in fact, 

a classic symptom of an organisation out of control.

If senior executives are spending the time on 
day-to-day issues, it first begs the question, 
who in the organisation is focusing on the 
business strategy and driving the business 
forward; and second, what are the middle 
managers doing?  

Organisations must have the capability to 
manage the future at the same time as 
dealing with the daily operational demands. 
This requires clearly defined roles and 
responsibilities: the senior executive should be 
responsible for developing the business plans 
and strategy, whilst the middle managers and 
frontline staff are in charge of executing them.

The distinction between these two roles is the 
business horizon; the outlook of the senior 
executive being mid-long term whilst middle 
management focuses on the shorter term. This 
is a distinction without which, unplanned events 
and fire fighting are the norm, and routine 
things don’t happen routinely. Typically, such 
organisations share the same characteristics:

•	 Functional ‘silos’ resulting in lack of 
integration of core business processes

•	 Unrealistic plans
•	 Inaccurate data
•	 Lack of process measurement and the 

related process improvement
•	 A workforce with poor understanding of 

businesses processes, and their roles and 
responsibilities

Middle managers and team leaders are paid 
to manage weekly and daily operations of the 
business and must be left to do so, whilst 
the senior executive steers the ship. However 
it isn’t unusual for executives to have been 
promoted to their positions because they were 

good at fire fighting. These executives often 
feel more comfortable, even enjoy, operating in 
such environments. It is important to recognise 
the executive who deliberately starts fires, so 
he or she can experience the satisfaction of 
managing the crisis and being seen to save
the day.

The danger for these fire-fighting executives is 
summed up by the words of one wise company 
director who said: “If I have got two people 
doing the same job, I have a good opportunity 
to get rid of the most expensive one.”  

An organisation that can’t gain control of its 
everyday business processes and get to a state 
where ‘the routine things happen routinely’ 
faces serious threat of being outperformed by 
the competition.  

There is incentive for everyone to gain control 
and start managing the future. 

Are your Executives working below their pay grade?
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Making the routine things happen routinely – the secret to 
sustained improvement

The toolbox of improvement techniques available to the modern executive has expanded 

rapidly in the last 25 years. From Lean manufacturing, to Six Sigma, to Kaizen, there are 

plenty of tools available to choose from, and a wide range of companies and individuals 

to help you apply them, or even apply them for you. As with all things, there will be 

varying degrees of success, but something, which remains common with many of these 

programmes, is the absence of sustained, long-term improvement.

to implement an improvement programme; the 
reality here, is that key individuals already have 
to work long hours to cope with their everyday 
work and the seemingly never ending stream 
of issues that arise on a daily basis. Hardly 
surprising then that in such an environment, 
the executive’s internal pitch for improvement 
activity can be a very difficult sell.

In this situation, focus needs to shift 
from complex improvement initiatives, to 
concentrating on fixing and integrating core 
business processes – product, demand and 
supply – to ensure the routine things do happen 
routinely.  Once business processes are under 
control and operating at levels of capability in 
excess of 95%, the time spent ‘fire fighting’ will 
reduce significantly.  This can then be replaced 
with project-based improvement activity that is 
aligned with strategy.

This forms the basis for making real 
productivity gains, because it allows time for 
the implementation of waste identification 

As an Oliver Wight consultant, I have been 
asked to assist many an organisation after it 
had implemented an improvement initiative (and 
sometimes multiple initiatives), which didn’t 
deliver on promise. There may have been short-
term gains, but not the sustained benefits or 
long-term cultural change that were trumpeted 
when the programme began or, more to the 
point, when the initial investment was made.

Too often this lack of sustained improvement 
is due to the simple fact that the improvement 
methodology used has been applied in the 
wrong place, at the wrong time. One common 
cause of failed improvement initiatives is that 
senior executives are often guilty of pushing 
them on to their organisations without 
understanding the readiness or capability of 
their people to complete them. Frequently, the 
result of this is under-resourced initiatives that 
fail to deliver the planned benefits. 

In many organisations individuals spend a 
significant amount of time fixing things that 
have gone wrong, on top of just performing the 
tasks and processes that make up their ‘day 
job’. In this type of environment, the ‘routine 
things don’t happen routinely’ and a significant 
proportion of time is taken up by ‘fire fighting’.
As a result, people have little or no time even 
to work on improving their ‘day job’ let alone 

9
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and elimination tools found in methodologies 
such as Lean and Kaizen. Subsequently, the 
time taken to do the ‘day job’ can be reduced 
further.

But you must resist the temptation to rush 
into implementing Lean, Six Sigma or Kaizen 
programmes, before you are truly ready.  
Irrespective of the tools you select, certain 
foundational elements must be established 
first. To transform a ‘fire fighting’ organisation 
and achieve real long-term improvement, you 
must first have your processes under control; 
otherwise you are destined to fail. You need 

consistent direction and communications, 
standardised processes, education and 
training, as well as widespread adherence to 
procedures. If you are to succeed in attaining 
defect levels expressed in parts per million, 
rather than percentages, or make step changes 
in performance then these basic building blocks 
must be put in place, less glamorous though 
they may be. To the cost of their organisations, 
too many executives have bypassed or missed 
the point of some of the longer-established and 
more fundamental improvement tools, in a rush 
to adopt the latest panacea being peddled by 
the ‘experts’.
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People, Processes and Tools – Getting the Balance Right

We all know the importance of having up-to-date, effective technology and the 

competitive advantage it can provide. Many companies worldwide will invest significant 

money in implementing new planning software in to their organisations in 2012. But how 

many of these implementations will be completed on time and will meet the return on 

investment criteria specified when the project was originally approved?

management areas of user engagement and 
process redesign. The problem is that by 
not engaging the process users, very often 
the requirements of the software are not well 
enough understood and resistance to change 
is high, resulting in poor adoption of improved 
functionality.

Successful software implementation depends 
as much on people and process as the 
software itself, and the three (people, processes 
and tools) need to be integrated and aligned. 
Organisations that fully realise the potential of 
the planning software they employ, engage their 
people and ensure they have a comprehensive 
understanding of the business and extended 
supply chain in which they operate, as well as 
their role in supporting the value proposition for 
the organisation’s products and services. This 
way, the company can be assured its people 
and processes fully support the delivery of value 
across the supply chain. 

It is only by realising this level of engagement 
and understanding from their people that 
organisations can fully exploit the capability of 
most of the sophisticated planning solutions on 
offer in the market place.

Unfortunately many organisations look to 
software to provide the ‘silver bullet’ instead of 
viewing the software as a tool to enable good 
process and to release the potential of the 
people in the organisation. 

At Oliver Wight we still see many organisations 
prioritising the implementation of software over 
the engagement of their people to improve the 
way they do things. Typically organisations end 
up spending millions of dollars on software 
and hundreds of thousands of dollars on 
consultants to rewrite business processes but 
just a few thousand dollars on training their 
people how to use the new tool. This usually 
has the effect of alienating the very people 
who have to use the software, who argue that 
had they been consulted they could have told 
the company that the system being proposed 
didn’t provide the full functionality required. The 
effect of all this is that return on investment 
on the software is poor and elements of the 
previous system (usually spreadsheets) are 
maintained as ‘work arounds’ to cater for the 
missing functionality.

In my experience, the tools usually do what 
they say they will do but many vendors provide 
little or no real support in the key change 
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Harnessing the power of your employees

Naturally maximising productivity and efficiency is something every business needs to do, 

especially in the uncertain economic climate of today; thus waste elimination is crucial. 

The biggest opportunity lies in unused human talent.

In my work as an Oliver Wight consultant, I 
have helped organisations all over the world 
to identify and address many different types 
of waste; but something I consistently see 
being wasted is employee skills. Too many 
organisations allow employees to ‘hang their 
brain on the gate post’ when they come to 
work, providing little encouragement or in some 
cases even discouraging their people from 
getting involved in contributing ideas that will 
improve the business.

A company’s single most powerful competitive 
lever is its people. How the organisation 
harnesses that ‘brainpower’ will significantly 
influence its success. But how do you go about 
getting individuals to contribute their ideas?

From my experience over the last 20 years I 
have identified some key dos and don’ts:

•	 Do ask frontline staff. Often the people 
closest to where the work gets done are 
the ones who best understand what is 
not working well, and given appropriate 
encouragement and opportunity are the ones 
who can provide solutions.

•	 Don’t make it too hard to submit an idea. 
I once worked with an organisation that 
asked employees to complete a four-page 
document and submit a business case just 
to raise a suggestion. If it is too hard people 
won’t bother!

•	 Do encourage employees to submit ideas for 
small improvements. It is far easier to make 
lots of 1% improvements than it is to find that 
one magic 100% improvement. 

•	 Don’t ask for ideas if you are not ready to 
implement some of them. Simply generating 
large volumes of ideas and suggestions 
but not executing them is pointless. Plus 
employees can find it disheartening being 

asked to contribute and then seeing nothing 
happen. It is vital to allocate people and 
resources to implementation.

•	 Do provide feedback to everyone who 
provides ideas. Seeing an idea disappear 
into a black hole never to emerge is not 
something that will motivate an employee to 
submit another idea.

•	 Don’t take too long to evaluate ideas. 
Make decisions at the front line as much as 
possible. This will result in better decisions, 
speed up implementation and prevent 
the suggestion process from becoming a 
bureaucracy.
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•	 Do ask employees to contribute ideas and 
suggestions about a particular issue or 
opportunity. Ideally the improvement process 
should be aligned with the company strategy, 
so this should provide a focus. Concentrating 
on a particular theme or area may reduce the 
number of submitted ideas but it’s all   about 
quality not quantity. This approach should 
result in more being used, as it is easier to 
focus implementation resources on one area.

•	 Don’t invent elaborate reward schemes for 
suggestions. Keep it simple or it will create 

cost and remember that the simplest– and 
often most appreciated - form of recognition 
is to say thank you. 

•	 Do make time for employees to spend 
on improvement. Reduce the time spent 
on ‘firefighting’ by fixing core business 
processes and making ‘the routine things 
happen routinely’.

Most organisations only scratch the surface of 
the potential of their employees. Can you afford 
to leave all that brainpower untapped?
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How to get your people working together

One of the most common issues I see when working with underperforming companies is 

a failure of management to get the separate divisions, functions and individuals to work 

together effectively.

This usually has little to do with the people – in 
my experience, 99% of employees come to 
work to do a good job – it is instead more to 
do with deficient planning and communication 
processes. In the absence of clear direction and 
understanding of what is required, employees 
usually do what they think is required, based 
upon their experience, their position within 
the organisation and their own view of what 
is important. Unfortunately this approach, 
whilst driven by good intention, often results in 
decisions being made with little or no visibility of 
the requirements and activities in other parts of 
the organisation. 

The sum of these poorly co-ordinated 
efforts actually adversely impacts the overall 
performance of the organisation rather than 
moving it towards its business goals. The 
analogy of ‘the boat full of people rowing in 
different directions’ is often used to describe 
this all too common outcome. This can be a 
particular issue around projects, where different 
functions within the company involved with a 
project may have different priorities. It typically 
leads to delays, rework, conflict and either 
missed project deliverables or a last minute 
rush to get the project completed. This way 
of working is not the best use of the human 
resources deployed on the project.

So what’s the answer? Companies that wish 
to address this issue and get the maximum 
results from the efforts of their employees need 
to introduce effective planning processes that 
co-ordinate activity across the organisation. 
Integrated Business Planning is one such 
planning process. Led by senior management, 
it is a common sense approach, aligning the 
company plans every month to ensure cross-

department and managerial-level groups 
effectively communicate and engage with one 
another.

Advantages of introducing effective integrated 
planning processes include:

•	 Employees have an enhanced understanding 
of the company goals and strategy, their 
role in achieving them and how their efforts 
need to link with others in the organisation to 
achieve the desired outcomes.

•	 Greater consideration for the needs of other 
individuals and departments within the 
company, at all levels of the organisation. 
(Most people don’t deliberately try to make 
life hard for others but a lack of integrated 
planning can often make it appear that some 
individuals and functions are deliberately 
going out of their way to interfere in the plans 
of others).
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•	 Less internal conflict. Some organisations 
spend more timing ‘fighting’ amongst 
themselves than focusing on their customers 
or striving to win against their competition. 
Integrated Business Planning addresses this.

•	 Better visibility. Any changes to the business 
plan are clear to all areas of the organisation.

•	 Improved outcomes. The result of the team 
working to an integrated plan and ‘all rowing 
in the same direction’ is that goals are 
achieved and performance improved.

It is only through integrating and aligning the 
plans and activities of the various individuals 
and departments in the organisation that a 
company will be able to effectively progress 
towards its goals. So, the next time you 
bemoan the failure of your organisation to 
deliver on its plans ask yourself the question, 
‘do we have clear integrated business planning 
processes that make it easy for our people to 
effectively work together?’ You may discover 
the root cause of your problems. 
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Silence is Approval

Any organisation seeking to improve the effectiveness of its planning processes will 

quickly discover that feedback is a vital element of any planning system.

A principle that many Oliver Wight clients 
successfully use to address the trust issues 
outlined above, and provide a more productive 
and efficient way of working than continual 
checking, is that of ‘Silence Is Approval’.
In an organisation where ‘Silence Is Approval’ 
operates the following applies:

•	 If you don’t say NO to a request or plan 
commitment then you mean YES

•	 If you might not hit the plan then feedback 
immediately (this is anticipated delay 
reporting)

•	 If you can solve the problem there is no need 
to feedback on the plans

•	 I will not chase you to do something

Feedback is vital to ‘close the loop’ in any 
planning system, yet in my experience there are 
a number of reasons why organisations don’t 
get timely feedback on those issues that result 
in plans not being met. These include:

•	 Fear of blame
•	 Worrying about losing face 
•	 Misguided belief that fire-fighting and 

crisis management activity will result in 
achievement of the plan

•	 Reasoning that if the problem is relayed late 
on, I will only get told off once

•	 Fear of saying ‘no’ to requests and thus 
committing to unrealistic deadlines

•	 Managers and internal customers accepting 
‘I’ll do it As Soon As Possible (ASAP)’ as a 
response, instead of committing to a specific 
time and date

As a young manager I confused continually 
checking on my team’s progress against plans 
with the concept of ‘Managing by Walking 
Around’. Not only was this time-consuming, 
unbeknown to me it was also a source of 
negativity in the team, resulting in a lack of 
appropriate feedback. It was only when I was 
fortunate to receive feedback from one of my 
team members that I realised that my repeated 
checking was a source of demotivation for the 
team who questioned my trust in their ability 
and thought my time would be better spent 
focused on managing strategic issues for which 
I was responsible.
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The adoption of ‘Silence Is Approval’ moves 
the responsibility of checking progress against 
the plan from the manager (or customer in a 
process) to the individual, team (or supplier in 
a process). They have to execute the plan to 
the agreed timing or else notify the manager, 
customer or planner as soon as they believe 
that they may not hit the target.

This change in emphasis, while not an easy 
step for most organisations, produces an 
atmosphere of trust, honesty and openness 
and changes the culture of the organisation into 
an environment where everyone expects plans 
to be met.

Having an educated workforce who understand 
their own roles and responsibilities, as well 
as the needs and responsibilities of others, 
and whom are accountable for their part in 
the process, is vital for implementation to be 
successful. But the resulting trust within the 
workplace, renewed focus on hitting plans 
and overall increased productivity ensure 
implementation of ‘Silence is Approval’ is 
well worth the effort.
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 Making your people more productive

In the struggle to maximise business growth, enterprises all over the world face the 

testing challenge of lowering operational costs whilst meeting ever-increasing customer 

expectations.

With uncertainty continuing to pervade the 
world economy, the desire to be able to do 
more at no extra cost has never been greater. 
In multiple industries at a multitude of levels, 
from national bodies to single offices, improved 
productivity has become a key focus.

In the rush to increase productivity, I have seen 
many organisations driving their employees 
to greater and greater efforts, but there is a 
limit to the amount of work any employee can 
generate on a day-to-day basis. So how do you 
achieve more output without placing unrealistic 
productivity expectations on workers?

Productivity should not be confused with 
simply demanding more from employees; to 
be sustainable it is important to adopt the 
maxim of ‘working smarter not harder’. To do 
this, your people, processes and tools need 
to be working effectively together, to improve 
workflow and time management, simplify tasks 
and get results faster. This involves everyone in 
the organisation and should be a joint challenge 
and responsibility of all individuals. Thus, 
creating, encouraging and reinforcing the right 
environment to drive innovation and productivity 
is essential.

Before you can increase the productivity of your 
employees, you first have to understand what 
they are actually doing. In many organisations, 
the value-added component of different 
business processes struggles to exceed 5% 
as so much time is consumed waiting for other 
tasks to be completed; checking or reporting 
on tasks; moving information, components or 
raw materials to the location of the next step in 
the process; or reworking a step that has not 
performed to specification.

Identifying non value-added activities, and then 
understanding and addressing the root cause 
of these happenings is tremendously powerful 
in increasing productivity. At the very core of 
Lean thinking, many organisations across a 
range of industries have used this focus on 
removing non value-added activities or waste to 
dramatically improve their performance. 

Before an organisation can eliminate non-
value added activities in a process it must 
first understand the value that the process is 
seeking to deliver and to define this value from 
the perspective of the customer in the process. 
There are too many instances where this vital 
step is missed out. It may seem simple, but if 
you are not sure what value the customer is 
looking for from the process then go and speak 
to them! Communication is key, because it is 
only when value is understood that non-value 
can be addressed. 

It is important that your employees are engaged 
in this process and they have a mindset of 
constantly finding new and better ways, 
because the most effective people in identifying 
and removing non value-added activities from 
a process are the very people who work on 
that process. Equipped with some education 
on the concepts of value-adding and non 
value-adding activity, along with some process 
mapping techniques, and aided by a trained 
facilitator, your employees will be able to identify 
significant improvement actions, which can 
then be implemented. 

Innovation in business models and 
management practices can have a huge impact 
on productivity. Plus, this approach driven by 
the employees who work on the process, has 
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the added benefit of eliminating the resistance 
typically experienced when employees feel 
‘change is being done to them’.  In those 
instances the ensuing confrontation between 
employees and employer can both decrease 
the productivity of the process in the short term 
and damage the relationships and levels of trust 
within an organisation.

Teams and individuals engaged in this type of 
process improvement often use their new-
found understanding of what the customer 

values from the process to develop new ways 
of increasing the value provided, thereby further 
increasing the productivity of the process.

People are the key to driving productivity. 
The right people, in the right role, at the right 
time can lead an organisation to business 
excellence. But it is only by equipping them 
with the right knowledge, processes and tools 
that you can extract maximum benefit and 
achieve productivity improvement, which is truly 
sustainable.
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