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If you want to ensure a sound project, I have found it best to concentrate a large amount of effort on clarifying and agreeing the commercial benefits that the Workflow project is to achieve, then ensuring that the benefits are being achieved.

1. Possible Benefits.

Every company will have their own set of target benefits, but I have identified below some possible benefits that can be looked for when automating a manual business process. 

1.1 Improve conformance.

1.2 Increase throughput.

1.3 Reduce rework.
1.4 Reduce headcount.
1.5 Reduce work in progress.

1.6 Improve understanding.

1.7 Reduce progress chasing.

1.8 Improve the ability to meet target dates.

We should look at each of these in turn.
2. Conformance.

May companies have to PROVE that they have followed their working procedures. There can be may reasons for this, such as :

2.1 Regulator. The need to show an external Regulator that their requirements have 

been met.

2.2 Public Duty. Being able to show the public that the documented policy has been 

followed.

2.3 Statutory Duty. Being able to show that a statutory undertaking has been correctly 

enacted.

2.4 ISO or BSI Standards. Where compliance to international standards and their 

associated procedures and processes needs to be enforced.

2.5 Service Level Agreements. Where an SLA needs to be met in order not to be in 

breach of a critical customer or supplier contract.

2.6 Internal Audit. Where proof is needed that internal procedures have been complied 

with.

The value of this benefit is mainly found in the costs associated with a breach. All the above scenarios will have one or more of :

· Fines that will need to be paid,

· Recompense paid to another party,

· Costs incurred by staff investigating the incident,

· Share price losses associated with media exposure of the incident,

· Loss of future ongoing customer revenue, and

· Devaluation of “Goodwill” associated to the Brand Name. 

3. Throughput.

There is often a need to either increase the number of Cases dealt with per week or to decrease the average time taken to complete a case by a significant degree.

Workflow systems can do this by :

· Removing any postal delay between internal participants in the process.

· Using automatic diary functions to chase up missing information.

· Allowing parallel access to the electronic Case rather than sequential linear access to the existing paper file.

· Allowing “fast track” processes to be implemented and enforced.

· Using intelligent forms to only do work that is important for each Case.

· Automating work which is repetitive, boring or adds minimal value to the Case.

Care should be taken when valuing this benefit as there can be a one off benefit of achieving a block of work earlier than expected plus the on going benefit associated with work generally taking less time to complete.

Some typical ways of valuing this benefit are :

· The increased profitability of the existing office overhead producing more output.

· The reduction of the value invested in each work in progress item, namely, if it used to take £100 of work a week over 4 weeks to achieve an income, then £100 is invested for 4 weeks, £100 is invested for 3 weeks etc., versus £400 invested for 1 week if the throughput time can come down from 4 weeks to one.

· The value to the firm of the Case being completed early both generally and for the existing work in progress. (NB, make sure your workflow design can “Take on” existing Case files in progress.)

4. Rework.

A very good way of achieving some sizeable business benefit is to concentrate on the area of “Rework”. By that I mean the additional amount of work that needs to be done because :

· What work that was done on the case so far was of insufficient quality.

· What work that was done on the case so far contained essential omissions.

· At least one key phase of work was not done on the case, and needs to be completed retrospectively.

· The case has been routed to the wrong person and needs to get it to the correct person.

· The case has been routed to the wrong person and they did work on it and it now needs to be double checked.

· The case is so bad that the case needs to be restarted.

· Wrong versions of standard letters have been used.

· Applicant information has been incorrectly typed at a key stage.

· Incomplete attachments sent.

It can be very difficult to put a value on these items because the current state of play is not measured in any way. 

One of the simplest measures is to assume a current rate of say 10% of current workload. Then, a specifically designed workflow should be able to at least halve this figure. This equates to a direct increase in capacity of 5%. So, in a department of 10, this is a gain of half an FTE for the life of the system for no recruitment cost.

To achieving this, a workflow system will give a number of tools that can be put to use.

Firstly, “Intelligent Forms” which will change based on the material provided and force essential work completion, keep non essential work visible but not a hindrance while hiding redundant work.

Secondly, work sophisticated work routing which will direct work to target work groups based on the rules contained within the system and will greatly reduce work routing problems.

And thirdly, process enforcement to make sure that steps in the process are not missed and are done in the correct order.

5. Headcount.

Reducing headcount or dealing with growing demand with a headcount freeze is a common problem for modern management.

There really are only two ways to handle this problem if we ignore “cooking the books” on internal management reports and letting work in progress just build up:

· Streamline all current processes and enforce it.

· Enable your staff to be able to handle more work in progress than currently.

Streamlining the Processes is a common activity these days, sadly, implementation and enforcement can often go awry. Designing improved processes can greatly help ensure that effort is spent only in the areas that commercially need them, however the key is to ensure that these new processes are actually enforced. This is very easy for a workflow system to do, the key is to make sure that people are familiar with the system before change is implemented to help ensure that you don’t get two issues in one; automation and headcount freeze.

Automating how work is handled, when done correctly, can help to ensure that people are really able to cope with juggling more active work items. If you need to cope with 10% per annum growth on a headcount freeze, then staff need to be able to cope with 10% more active work items than before. This problem can be addressed by a workflow system by automating tasks which can be automated, automatically chasing diarised items which have not been achieved, removing work that cannot be worked on to pending queues to remove needless reviews and using electronic in trays to really present the priority work items in order.

The economics of this benefit are easy to measure. If you can increase staff effectiveness by 10% then this saving, less any salary increments to compensate and less any costs of automation, will be direct profit.

Typical savings in this area tend to be in the 20 to 30% improvement as long as the design effort is kept focused.

6. Work in Progress.

Reducing Work in Progress is a very key feature for Manufacturing organisations, but has yet to be taken up by office based operations. This point is based on the assumption that it is better to have 200 items being worked on in the office rather than 400 and it’s history comes from the simple realisation that the raw materials for a process often have a value which is higher than the value of a work in progress item until a significant investment has been put in.
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This problem can be even more pronounced in areas where the value of the work in progress decays over time such as in food manufacture.

The other point to consider is the morale issue. Committing all in bound work to become work in progress as soon as it arrives means that the employees can suffer from one of two major motivation problems :

· Permanently high work in progress queues which are constantly added to automatically can give no sense of accomplishment. Holding back work and only committing a day’s worth of work to be done by an individual can give someone pride in accomplishing their work and visible feedback as the queue diminishes during the day.

· If the quantity of work in progress greatly varies during a calendar cycle, you will often find that work is rushed during a peak time and excessively dwelt upon during slack periods. This is, of course, the old adage “work expands to fill the time available”.

To value this benefit is very difficult and can be almost impossible to separate from other benefits shown above, as well as often being increased by bad workflow design. Key areas to measure here would be staff retention and staff satisfaction along with improved security if cases are kept securely rather than being distributed to multiple desks and departments.

Good workflow design should be able to cut staff loss rates by at least 10% with at least similar improvements in staff satisfaction.

Improved security on work in progress files can easily lead to a reduction in any “customer shrinkage” caused by commercial partners visiting your offices. What is the value of increasing your new customer closure rates by 2 or 3%?

Workflow can achieve this by using “despatching” functionality which controls how much work in progress is committed into each stage of the process and in what order. Care should be taken, as not all workflow tools have this functionality.

7. Understanding.

The problem with any existing process can be the simple one of comprehension, and this can take many forms :

· Existing employees who have been taught the existing process incorrectly.

· New employees who need to know what has to be done.

· Ensuring that the correct version of the process is in use.

· Ensuring that amendments to a process are implemented on time.

· Knowing where to go to with questions about the process.

Also, there is the situation where apparent problems of clarity are used to explain non performance.

Workflow systems can help with these issues by providing a common platform for processes which are always followed, which removes issues relating to new or changed processes. Also, the user interface can display the tasks done so far, what needs to be done next and why. 

The process should ideally cover the mechanism needed to resolve issues arising during the handling by allowing simple functionality such as question submission and issue referral.

This benefit can be valued by either increased capacity brought on by better resolution rates when managing issues, by reduction in the costs of process change, by improvements in SLA compliance or in reduction in error rates. 

There is every likelihood that 10% capacity improvement can be easily achieved if the process is correctly designed.

8. Progress Chasing.

A major problem for any office can be the amount of time finding out where a problem case might be and monitoring progress once it has been found. The bigger the office, the bigger the problem.

Workflow addresses this problem by :

· Making the current location of all cases freely available to all.

· Allowing active messaging if a case is not worked on for an agreed period of time.

· Allowing supervisors to be involved in the process to decide upon future priority for a Case.

· Allowing Audit Review of Cases without user intervention and in parallel to normal working.

Significant resources can be saved by freeing up the time spent progress chasing and allowing more productive tasks to be done instead. The average supervisor can easily spend 20% of their day doing progress chasing. Having this cut by half automatically gives an increase in capacity of 10% of 1 FTE, multiplied by the number of supervisors a department might have.

9. Target Dates.

Heavily related to “Progress Chasing”, but sufficiently important to warrant its own heading is the issue of Process Target Dates, Statutory Target Dates and Service Level Agreements.

Workflow can help out with this problem by :

· Automatically calculating these target dates based on the rules provided.

· Automatically warning when breaches of these target dates look likely to occur.

· Presenting work in target date order so that work which is closest to deadline is handled first.

Valuing this benefit is very easy. It is the cost of any breach in SLA multiplied by the number of instances. In the new system, the number of occurrences should be decreased by at least 95%, as 100% compliance might be difficult to achieve because of staff shortages or matters outside of your control. 

These systems can usually be designed to pick up if there is a delay caused by internal work or delay in responses being received from other parties. This might help as it will show the number of delays which are not your fault and hence you are not penalised.

*END*
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