Process Management – Why make it Difficult?

“The real difficulty lies not in developing new ideas, but in escaping from the old ones.” (John Maynard Keynes)
Introduction


Nobody argues these days when someone suggests that it’s important to define and manage our business processes. It’s obvious, isn’t it? The “Processes” box dominates the centre of the Excellence Model and the management bookshelves bulge with volumes about re-engineering and workflow.


So why do so many organisations struggle to get to grips with process management effectively? I believe that there are many organisational ideas and practices which are both widely accepted and seriously inhibiting to successful process management. This article seeks to expose some of these elements and propose more appropriate alternatives.

The Challenge of Co-operation


At the heart of Process Management is the idea that people with different skills and resources work together towards a commonly held operational goal or set of goals. This implies at least co-ordination, and at best genuine co-operation. 


However, when we look at the reality of most organisation structures, we find that many of the forces at work serve to hinder, rather than encourage such collaborative working. Functions, departments and reporting lines are the building blocks – co-locating and bonding those with similar skills and resources, setting separate functional objectives and budgets, encouraging people to look upwards (rather than outwards) for personal development and extra responsibility.

[image: image1.wmf]
“The proper channels” become an assault course in the way of cross-functional co-operation. 

A more appropriate organisational model can be developed using the business processes themselves as a framework, instead of the “traditional” functions and departments. In this type of structure, being a manager means being a process manager. The diverse skills and resources required to deliver the process goals are under common ownership. People have a clear line of sight to the customer. Feedback loops are in place.
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Such a structure does not guarantee that there will be genuine co-operation between accountants, salespeople, IT specialists, production staff and marketeers, but I’d suggest it makes it a good deal less unlikely!

Relationships


The Law of Contract is a fine and wonderful thing. It has been a cornerstone of business practice for centuries. However, this success may be blinding us to alternatives when it comes to building relationships in our business processes. We pretty much take for granted that the basis of our relationships with suppliers will be a formal, written contract setting out the terms of our business agreement. Contracts, in the form of Charters or Service Standards, are becoming more prevalent at the customer interface also. Internally, between one business area and the next in the process, we see the same sort of thing – Service Level Agreements. Whilst these internal agreements rarely carry the “see you in court” overtones of external contracts, the effect is similar.
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The contract becomes a constraint, rather than an enabler. Ideas and actions not directly addressed in the contract are suppressed, even if they are to the overall benefit of the process goals. 

Paradoxically, many successful non-business relationships operate on a fundamentally different assumption. Families, sports teams, orchestras, clubs and communities foster partnership and trust as the basis of collaboration to achieve mutually advantageous goals. Why not bring this approach into our business relationships? 

In a partnership, each partner has a stake in the others’ success. There is greater flexibility, risk-taking and sense of belonging. Problems are less likely to result in recrimination and defensiveness. 
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It would be naïve to suggest that we can do without formal contracts altogether, but I believe we are seriously limiting ourselves by treating the contract as the articulation of the actual relationship. Here are some ideas to help move from a “contractual” to a “partnership” mindset:

· Sharing change / sharing risk

· Joint development of new systems / processes

· Pilot projects - joint review to share learning etc.

· Integrating processes across “boundaries”

· Share the numbers

· “Dual branding”

· People to People

· “Tear up the contract” - at least symbolically!

· Exchange scheme: job swaps

· Shared rituals, stories, symbols



Cultural factors


The way in which people are recognised and rewarded, both formally and informally, has a profound effect on the things they do. It will be ineffective, for example, to “preach teamwork” whilst rewarding only individual achievement. Many of the frameworks operated under the guise of “Performance Management Systems” serve to inhibit co-operation on process improvement by focussing on prescribed outcomes attributed to individuals. 


Culture (the things people in the organisation repeatedly do) comes from the prevailing belief system held by the most powerful people in the organisation. There are 2 main flavours – performance cultures and competence cultures. Some of the distinguishing features are listed below. In general, organisations with strong performance cultures are likely to struggle with implementing process management – the necessary behaviours will feel unnatural, leading to frustration and disillusionment all round.

Performance Culture


Competence Culture

· Focus on task and technical objectives

· Many, specific, detailed job descriptions

· Reward linked directly to achieved outcomes

· Emphasis on technical training to do the job
· Managers’ role is to motivate and appraise
· Focus on behavioural and generic objectives

· Few, broad, general job descriptions

· Reward linked to acquisition of new skills and capability

· Emphasis on developing peoples’ potential

· Managers’ role is to coach, support and enable 



Conclusion


Process management can either be helped or hindered by organisational characteristics such as structure, the nature of relationships and cultural factors. It is as important to consider and act on this context as it is to put in place the appropriate training and frameworks for managing the process themselves.

If these people want to co-operate, they face many challenges imposed by the organisation itself…..
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