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	Right to Buy

	With pressure from CCT, local government officers must find solutions to problems of productivity but at the same time maintaining quality standards.  Managers at all levels are being inundated with methodologies, jargon and various recipes for improvement.  An innovation as yet underestimated is Workflow Automation.


	Workflow Automation is a management tool which automates procedures, be they formally structured and defined or simply “the way things are done around here”.  It is an ideal management tool for reducing waste and time loss.  Using the systems for Right to Buy at the London Borough of Enfield saved “substantial sums of money”.

Change is not only continual, it is occurring at an even faster rate.  Managers must help employees not only to achieve Citizens Charter standards but also to maintain an increasing workload, in particular Managers must strive for targets such as:

· reduced turnaround time for documents

· reduced costs

· making work more interesting

· Improved co-ordination and communication

· Minimum re-training costs

· Improved Management information

A tool is now available:  Workflow Automation.  It provides a faster and better information flow a critical factor for organisational success.

Workflow Automation

A key feature of workflow software is that it automates, rather than merely mechanising office practices.  In the past, old working practices have been computerised;  or as some people would say;  automated. To achieve real improvements, the structure of the organisation and the way people work has to change.

Recent software developments have aided this transition, and automate in the sense that an application ensures compliance with the standards set by a manager or supervisor.

The strength of workflow software is that it short circuits the process of producing documents.  In a purchasing department or legal office, for example, where there are a large number of standard documents (or documents that could be standardised), the routing, escalating, timing of documents can be computerised.  The software delivers work onto computer screens on people’s desks to tell them what to do next, or it can actually carry out some of that work and deliver the results.

One definition of a workflow is:


‘a set of rules or guidelines established by the management of an organisation which describes the tasks or actions which need to be performed by the people in the organisation in order to complete a business process.’

Normally documents are distributed by supervisors or managers.  Using this new software, all documents can be routed to an electronic mailbox, and users can “pull” them off the system when required.  But if no action is taken, the system can be automatically programmed to escalate the messages to a more senior level.
	As management control is one of the most hardest factors within business functions, an information system which can audit and monitor activities results in significant time savings.  It also acts as an information transport system – that is, it saves the considerable amount of time spent walking paper around an office.
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An important factor in the system is a mechanism which decides the priority of tasks to be done.  Users do not want hundreds of items that they cannot cope with delivered to their desk tops.  A filtering capacity is needed, and an automatic rerouting system – there is no benefit if the items have to be rerouted manually.

It is also important to be able to track items they have worked on as they progress to other people.  According to who or where you sit in the organisation, all or none of these facilities may be made available.
Workflow in Local Government

One of the most effective uses of workflow systems is in the document scheduling systems.  In a procedure-driven environment such as local government, in processes where there is a lot of routine, repetitive work, workflow automation is a godsend.  Staff at Enfield quoted the following improvements as a result of using workflow automation:

· work is easier

· significant time savings

· control of quality and consistency

· cost reduction

· reduction of progress chasing

· target dates are guaranteed

· ‘at a glance’ management reports

· audit trails
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	The London Borough of Enfield (Enfield) introduced workflow when they automated Right to Buy in 1990 and it now handles 2,500 applications.  The target application, “Right to Buy” was bureaucratic and legislative-driven set of procedures with a long series of stages.  The main attraction of the system they chose, Staffware, was that the application was developed as a procedure-processor, yet it could be adapted to become a “bespoke system”.
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Greg Swatton, Owner Occupier Services Manager at Enfield, is even more enthusiastic about the system now that it has been up and running smoothly for so long.  “In the early stages, none of us had any expertise whatsoever in Staffware or workflow systems, and some managers had not even used a computer keyboard before.  Yet staff have had no difficulty in using the system or adapting to procedural changes”.

Many users were not previously trained in information technology.  They made demands that the developers found unbelievable.  Bringing together the perceptions of the two sides was very difficult, but, as the managers interviewed have said, the needs of the users must come before ‘neat’ solutions dreamed up by the programmers.  As the desires and expectations of the end users and the developers are different, there are usually teething problems.  Interviews with personnel who have tried out prototypes revealed in one case the crude state of the original software (several big improvements have been introduced with the latest versions of the software).

As with so many other applications, once the users got used to it, they demanded modifications which they had not thought about previously.  This is why a structured analysis and simplification is so essential beforehand.

Greg admits that a “cardinal error” at the beginning was their lack of understanding of the processes they wished to automate.  “Getting the flowcharting right is the first, most important task of all”.  As in many other organisations, many of the details of the system were in people’s head, and it took many meetings to produce satisfactory charts that would form the basis of the software development.  In a manual system you think that everyone is doing things the same way, but when you start the analysis, you find that there are significant differences.  During the group meetings to agree the procedures it was possible to find easier ways of doing the work, and to simplify the procedures before automating.  Staff found that over the years the rationale for doing things had changed, and even that there was no rationale for some of the things they were still doing.

Without realising it, they had embarked on a quality improvement process.  At Enfield, however, rather than stay with a policy of continuous improvement, an incremental approach to quality, they chose to use technology as an improvement tool.  The resulting savings have not only paid for the new system and software but staff have been freed from routine work to fulfil other duties, and have been able to cope with increasing workloads without the need to employ extra staff.  With CCT approaching, this efficiency will hopefully give Enfield a competitive edge over their rivals.  
	Changes in the speed of turnaround best illustrate the usefulness of the system especially as this can be applied to documents in any routine, not just in Right to Buy.  In the old manual system staff were spending a considerable amount of time writing in the same names and addresses on several documents.  These would then have to be sent to the word-processing section where they might have to wait for several days before being returned.  In the meantime, more time was wasted as solicitors would write or telephone to ask what was happening:  by the time the papers were returned, the lawyer had not only to re-check them for accuracy, but people had forgotten the details of the case and had to spend time checking the particulars.  Thus there was a minimum of two weeks delay built into the manual system.  With automation, documents can be sent out the same day.  Using techniques such as mail-merge, duplication was reduced, and responsibility was delegated so that fewer people had to hand the documentation.  By writing the software programme in a particular way the managers could ensure that staff only entered data in a particular way, removing anomalies which usually occurred as people used different file names for example.  Lawyers still had the responsibility for the legal decisions, but spent less time paperchasing.  Based on previous experience, options were set up so that only one key stroke was necessary to make a choice and default mechanisms were set up for the most common routines.  The turnaround became so fast that Arthur Southwell, Chief Legal Assistant at Enfield, says that “substantial sums of money were saved on interest alone” (£5 per day per case and an average of 1,000 cases per year).

All the staff involved agree that a critical success factor at Enfield has been the support of their IT consultant, Ian Tong.  Ian is a consultant who understood the difference between business analysis and systems analysis and was able to appreciate the constraints of local government, and the flexibility required to cope with any further legislative changes that might occur.  The system should do what the users wanted, with a facility for redesign.  Sitting in on a consultancy meeting it was evident why Ian provides such a good service.  He says that “you should use a ‘working method’ to develop these applications rather than a strict textbook methodology such as SSADM”.

In Ian’s case, this means that he listens to his clients.  He writes workflow charts that they can understand.  He does not restrict his analysis to the plans that the client has, in order to leave work for the next time, a failing of so many consultants.  He makes suggestions that will save further work, and in offering such a service, ensures repeat work.  Currently he has been invited to review the system and upgrade it to cope with new legislation, and to add new workflows to cope with Possession Actions and Debt Collections.

Jim Eccles, Enfield computing section’s Business Analyst, says that it is not worth developing in-house training for this application as they have been so well supported by Ian’s company, Workflow Automation.  It is cost-effective to contract out the maintenance and servicing of the system as the service provided has been so reliable.
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