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Preface

 

Getting out of do-do.
I am not kidding. This book is all about getting out of do-do!
“Do-do” is the mode in which most businesspeople seem to always be stuck. Head

down, shoulder to the wheel, nose to the grindstone, push, push, push. We are always
doing. Maybe it makes us feel better. Maybe it is an animal instinct that comes from
ancient history. Wherever it came from, it can be expensive, less productive than we
think, and can make us downright ineffective.

It is easy  to fool ourselves when we are hard at “do-do” work. That is why  it is
often called busywork. We look busy. That gets us promoted. We work extra hours. We
complain that we cannot get away  from our desks. We always seem to be in “do-do”
mode.

What is important is to get out of the “do-do” trap and instead strive for “done-
done.” It is important to do work; it is more important to get work done. Finish
something. Get results. Move forward.

That is what this book is all about. Find the places in your organization where there is
just too much “do-do.” You can find them in any  operation, whether it’s a not-for-
profit, a manufacturer, or even a hobby. The most successful people and the most
profitable businesses (other than the government) are always finishing things. They
operate, live in, and encourage “done-done.”

One old say ing that fits is: “The good is the enemy  of the best.” How often will we
keep tweaking something to try  to make it just a little bit better, or even perfect?
Instead, we should get to the point where it is functional and get it out the door.

We can make more progress if we get a product or service in the hands of a
customer. Let them tell you what needs to be fixed. If they  are happy, you can be
happy.

Sometimes we just need to test our assumptions. Try  a small test sample. Be
prepared to pull y our new product or service back in. Learn from the market. Make
adjustments and try  it again; get more feedback and keep working at it until the market
says you are ready  for prime time.

Be fast, get things done, but do not accept sloppy  work. Poor quality  will hurt you
every  time. But, good quality  work that gets the job done is usually  much faster to
market, less expensive to build (or to do in the case of services), satisfies the customer,
and builds a strong “done-done” reputation.



Another common expression and consequence of “do-do” is “paraly sis by
analy sis.” We have all seen companies that miss opportunities because they  study
them to death. They  are worried they  might miss something. They  are afraid of being
wrong (see page 113 for a short discussion of why  we are so afraid of being wrong).

In our modern world, action trumps everything (this is the title of a book by  Leonard
A. Schlesinger, Charles F. Kiefer, and Paul B. Brown; I met Len while participating in
a special program for entrepreneurship educators at Babson College). We need to
keep moving forward. We need to take action to get things done.

Concepts like rapid prototyping and increasing the velocity  of failure are the keys to
a successful future. We need to try  things, learn from the experience, correct our
course, and try  again. In this book, you will find many  examples of times when ideas
were perfected by  trial and error. No one was penalized. Instead, they  were
rewarded. They  were rewarded with ultimate success, better processes, and
environments in which continuous improvement is the priority.

Some people will say, “But that is not our culture.” I respectfully  disagree. Culture
should not be used as an excuse for not doing the right thing. Culture is the glue that
holds groups together. Do not confuse culture with bad habits. Get out of the “do-do”
bad habits and move into the profitability  of “done-done.”

In this book, we will examine ways to get to “done-done” by  asking simple
questions to diagnose opportunities and focus on solutions; then, we will come up with
something to try  and put it into action. We will use results to evaluate how well our first
idea worked, and then we will improve on it.

Because this is a long-term process, we can make improvements at any  time—on
the spur of the moment or over long stretches of time. Every  process can be
improved. So pick the low-hanging fruit, get some benefits, and spread the process to
every  part of the operation.

There is plenty  of opportunity  to improve. Stop thinking about it and get something
done. You will be amazed at how much you can accomplish.
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How This Book Is Organized

 

It is true that you only  have to start the process and then get out of the way ! But, how
do you do that? Be prepared to be surprised. This book’s organization is as simple as
one, two, three—one goal, two questions, and three principles.



SECTION I: THE ONE GOAL

The process of improvement begins by  examining your own reasons to exist and
establishing a primary  goal for your organization. By  providing a documented goal or
objectives, you make it easier for others to help generate the results that you want,
whether these are more profits, a better lifesty le, positive impact on your community,
or whatever else you might aspire to.



SECTION II: THE TWO Q UESTIONS

There are only  two questions that you really  need to ask. These questions are the keys
to becoming effective in what you do. They  will help you focus on the “do-do” in
your operation. Use the input from their answers to move your organization to “done-
done.” They  represent the quickest way  to find opportunities that can improve
every thing an organization does. The questions may  seem simple, but their success
has been proven by  more than forty  years of field testing.

Learn how to use these questions effectively  and there will be no limits to what you
can do. Teach them to managers and staff. Encourage everyone to use them on a
regular basis. You will find that amazing improvements are possible at every  level of
the organization.

To help you understand exactly  what you are capable of achieving, this second
section is filled with stories from over forty  years of experience working in the field. I
hope these stories will encourage you and spark ideas as y ou work to improve
operations in your own company. They  will help you see how truly  easy  it is to find
opportunities and take advantage of them.

These stories come from all types of organizations, from small not-for-profits to
large, multinational operations. Manufacturers, distributors, retailers, and service
organizations are all represented. Use them as examples for y our teams. You may
even find some that sound familiar. Many  businesses do the same types of things. Take
the lessons of others and apply  them to your own organization. It will help get the ball
rolling.

Some stories may  seem out of date (for example, early  adopters of fax machines
and experimentation with electronic phone sy stems), but they  are instructive. Think
about the “guts” it took to suggest some of the ideas. Would you have done it? Could
you have predicted the success? Does it seem so obvious now? What are similar ideas
or situations you are facing right now? The technology  may  be different, but the
environment could be exactly  the same. Substitute e-mail for fax or social networking
for the electronic phone sy stem.

If you have an interesting, unusual, or just fun situation you would like to share, we
are all ears. There will be an online database of ideas and actions that others have
found and successfully  implemented. Send your examples to me at:
Steve@SteveEpner.com. Then follow the new stories being posted at SteveEpner.com.

mailto:Steve@SteveEpner.com
http://SteveEpner.com


SECTION III: THE THREE PRINCIPLES

This section shares three principles that will guide you as you implement changes
based on the answers you get to the two questions.

These principles will help you focus on and accept the best new ideas, implement
change, and focus your energies.

You will learn to keep things short and simple, that it is okay  to be wrong, and that
every thing we do should add value. Put this all together and it becomes easier to
understand why  we need to be effective, not just efficient.

By  setting goals, asking questions, and following simple principles, it is possible to
achieve extraordinary  results. You will be able to improve outcomes, keep your
employees engaged, and have a better day -to-day  experience. It all goes back to
getting out of do-do and getting to done-done!



EXTRAS

In this final section of the book, I have included material that should be of help when
executing the ideas presented in each previous section. It starts with a chapter on the
details of holding a meeting: how to determine the location, time, and room setup,
along with other pointers to help make any  meeting more successful.

Second is a short discussion of the “opportunity  in the ordinary.” All around us are
opportunities that most people ignore; they  do not even recognize their existence.

Lastly, I’ve included a short section for employees on how to prepare new ideas for
presentation to their boss or innovation committee. My  goal is to help more ideas
make it out of the brain and onto the table where action can be taken.



ONE LAST COMMENT

In a done-done world, it is okay  to start where y ou want and then skip around. Some
people might want to start with the three principles first. The principles will give them
a foundation and focus for their efforts. They  may  help some people avoid that
horrible “paraly sis by  analy sis” roadblock that halts so many  good ideas.

Others will want to start with the questions and stories. These will give them ideas
that can be applied to their own organizations. Staff people may  choose to start at the
end, with the chapter on how to present an idea.

And, if y ou like to start at the beginning of a book and work through it in order, that is
also perfect. In a done-done world, there is rarely  only  one right way  to do any thing.
Wherever you start is the right place.

It may  be a trite old say ing, but the good is the enemy  of the best. Just start reading,
thinking, and getting things done. Get to a point where you have read enough to be
confident and then try  something. You will keep improving as you go. At every
opportunity, y ou can make things better. More important, you will start seeing results.
That is one of the wonderful things about a done-done world.



SECTION I
The O ne Goal

 



SECTION I
The O ne Goal

 
There is only  one overriding goal and that is to improve the way your business
operates. We have to find ways to get out of the do-do mode and into the done-done
world of achievement.

How this goal is realized may  differ by  organization. The common requirement is
an open, safe environment. If the employees feel threatened, they  will not cooperate
or contribute. Keep this in mind as y ou plan every  action associated with the concepts
in this book.

Every  idea in this book is focused on improvement. How you implement them will
be affected by  the personality  of your organization. Some people will start small,
almost invisibly. Others will make a splash. Go for the method that feels most
comfortable.

Keep focused on the goal and the results will take care of themselves. Your first
outcome will be better processes and a generally  improved atmosphere. After that, it
only  gets better: greater profits, better customer experiences, and much more are just
waiting to be found. Trust your people and yourself. As the process starts to deliver
results, you will be glad you did.



CHAPTER 1
The Basic Idea

 

It seemed an insurmountable problem. Sales had been going up, but they  had leveled
off and profits were dropping. Something was wrong, but what was it? Management
was stuck. They  had tried a number of different things, but nothing seemed to work.
Then, in one of those amazing coincidences, a supervisor overheard part of a
conversation and made an offhand remark about how the staff had always wondered
why  a certain process had been instituted. It slowed every thing down, discouraged the
inside sales force, and caused more problems than it was intended to solve.

Luckily, the supervisor who heard the remark did not ignore what the line person
said, but thought through the issue and realized the process was robbing profits from
the whole company. He quickly  met with the top management. In this meeting, he
explained what was happening and what it was costing.

It turned out the process had been added to resolve a pet peeve of one of the top
executives. It took guts, but the supervisor decided to pursue the company ’s need to
unravel the process, to simplify  it. Understanding the politics, he came up with a new
method of correcting the situation. He added metrics to show what it was costing and
the savings that could be realized with the proposed change. He sold it to the
executives and received permission to implement the change.

It worked. The time from order entry  to cash was reduced. Removing this one
irritant did not turn the whole company  around, but the attitudes of the sales team
improved. In return, the customer experience improved and a small (but significant)
increase in sales was noted. More important, the overall cost of doing business was
reduced and the first hints of profits began to return, even on lower sales dollars.

The best result was that the supervisor rewarded the employee who had pointed out
the problem. The employee was asked to help define how he would resolve the issue.
Then the supervisor established a program to encourage more input. Tentatively  at
first, staff members came forward with observations of things that did not seem right.
Now improvements were being made on a regular basis. Every  success encouraged
others to come forward. The company  became much more profitable, gained market
share, and created a workforce that was invested in its future, not just a weekly
paycheck.

Is this an extreme example? Maybe. But there are similar stories throughout the
business world and opportunities in each of our organizations.



This book is dedicated to finding the gems of ideas hidden away  in the minds of our
staff members. They  really  are capable of improving our operations—even if they
do not have a Harvard MBA. All we need to do is encourage them to offer ideas and
reward them when those ideas work. It is that simple.

Simple is the key  word. In section III, there is a whole chapter on keeping it simple
(“KISS Is Not Stupid”). Management can always make things complicated.
Sometimes all we have to do is simplify  a process. It gets us to “done” faster, with less
effort and usually  with better results.

The concepts and details described in this book are based on over forty  years of
helping companies find new answers to old questions. Some refer to this as innovating,
or finding a new path. People call it breaking paradigms and all kinds of other names.

The most important thing to remember is that the world is changing around us. It is
not static; instead, it is in constant motion. As such, it is up to us to choose how to react
when change occurs. We can choose to react with fear or with purpose.

The ideas, methods, and processes that follow will help you find ways to improve
every thing y ou do. Many  times companies have the answers right in front of them but
are blind to the information. However, every  organization has people who really  know
how the work gets done and understand what is needed to succeed.

Any  operation can take advantage of the tremendous intelligence hiding in their
staff. All too often, companies ignore this important and cost-effective consulting tool.

As you read ahead, you will find an easy -to-follow method that will help improve
the operations of your organization—for profit or not-for-profit. You will find easy
ways to increase accuracy  (doing things right the first time to avoid doing them over),
reduce procedures (stop doing things that are unnecessary—mostly  do-do work), and
work smarter (get things done in less time with fewer resources).

Everyone will learn to focus on the ultimate customer, eliminating tasks that do not
add value. Service will improve as you concentrate on what is important.

I have been teaching these methods for many  years and never cease to be amazed
at what staff and supervisors come up with at every  level of the organization.
Sometimes the path to growth just involves being willing to change a viewpoint, being
willing to listen to someone else (internal and external), or just being unafraid to
challenge the status quo. In other cases, research and experimentation are necessary.
In every  situation, the results are impressive.

I teach the process to the students in the Saint Louis University  MBA program. For
their semester project in my  corporate entrepreneurship class, each student must
develop and propose an idea that will improve the operation at his or her current
employer’s company. Plus, the proposed idea must return a benefit at least equal to
the cost of the student’s education (at the time of writing, just over $50,000 for the one-
year MBA).

The results are amazing. It works. Every  student finds opportunities that can easily
pay  for his or her education. All it takes is a bit of encouragement, some support, and



a willingness to consider new ideas.
It is wonderful to read the ideas the students find, and the companies that are willing

to implement these ideas gain tremendous benefits. In too many  operations, so many
good ideas are lost or not even suggested. In this book, you will learn how to
encourage employees to expose the obvious, but hidden, possibilities that can
eliminate all kinds of waste and operational roadblocks.

Try  an experiment. Test some of the ideas on a small select group. Learn what is
possible. Then take the ideas to the whole organization. The end results will be worth
the effort.



CHAPTER 2
Why We Ignore Good Input

 

Your people are a repository  of information that is rarely  tapped. They  know answers
that can be used to solve—or at least make positive progress on—the big problems
your organization is facing. Start by  asking yourself, “Why  are employ ees reluctant
to tell the boss what can be done? And why  are so many  suggestions ignored?”

There are three major reasons why  top management does not get the data,
knowledge, and wisdom that are locked in the minds of the company ’s most important
assets—its employees:

• Most never ask,
• When they  do ask, most never listen, and
• Even when they  ask and listen, most do not trust their employees’ perceptions,

so they  do nothing with the knowledge.
 

Why? To begin with, too many  executives and senior managers feel that they
should already  know the answers—all the answers. Many  worry  that admitting they
could use help will be perceived as a sign of weakness or even incompetence in the
organizational culture.

Instead of asking for help from those who might know the answers, they  think, “If I
read the right management book and go to enough seminars, I will learn what I need
to know. There are so many  new things to try. One of them has to work … right?”

Worse, there are times when members of senior management do ask for help, but
they  are not sincere. Sometimes, they  go through the motions just to get “buy  in.”
They  may  be hoping that a combination of the latest managerial fad with some
employee participation will generate a quick and easy  fix.

They  may  even ask the right questions, but it is obvious they  are not interested in
any  answers that come from the staff. Even when they  do listen, key  points are
ignored because of management’s preconceived notions about the way  things are or
should be.

It is also obvious that many  top managers do not trust the answers that come from
the staff. It is as though they  are thinking: “How could ‘one of them’ know what to do
when I don’t?” They  may  be afraid of failure (what if the idea sounds good but
ultimately  does not work?) or just the unknown (no one else has proved this is a correct



answer; I am not ready  to go out on a limb for something new). They  do not have
confidence in the staff (or maybe themselves), and it shows.

There are many  great business stories about how companies ignored the advice or
ideas of their staff. Kodak could have had the first digital camera (they  did get the
patent), but they  could not see photography  without film. The Kodak executives did
not understand the new product their development group had designed. If they  had
only  paid attention, you would probably  not be reading about Kodak filing for
bankruptcy.

VisiCalc (for those old enough to remember the name) owned the spreadsheet
market, but Lotus 1-2-3 eclipsed them and then lost out to Excel. How many  internal
people had ideas that would have kept VisiCalc at the forefront? No one will ever know
for sure, but my  bet is there were many  good ideas ignored because they  did not fit
the mold.

Then there are the many  stories about Ross Perot and IBM. In one, he exceeded his
annual sales quota by  the end of January. When he proposed his innovative strategies
to his supervisors, they  disregarded him. So he quit and started his own company. By
most accounts, he is one of the one hundred richest men in America. IBM has not
done poorly  (although they  did have some major ups and downs), but where might
they  be today  if they  had listened to Ross and kept him on board?

The business landscape is littered with similar stories. Stop and think. What new
ideas have your people brought you that you have ignored? What is on your desk
today  that could ensure the future of your company  for years, but is not even being
considered?

There is a solution, but it is one that takes courage and belief in your people before
you can even be ready  to contemplate the possibilities. Strong, self-confident
managers, combined with leaders who are willing to listen and are able to trust their
people, can always harvest the knowledge base within any  organization. More
important, the benefits of that harvest will be both immediate and long lasting.

If you have the self-confidence to “let your people go,” if your ego can accept the
concept that you do not have and need not have all the answers, and if you are willing
to believe in your people and try  a new process, then you will find that the ideas in this
book can unleash incredible power. Your organization will benefit immensely  from the
knowledge, passion, enthusiasm, and caring that has been locked inside your people
for far too long.



CHAPTER 3
Setting O bjectives

 

Defining the objectives for any  organization takes time and effort. You can do this at
the same time you start asking the questions that will reveal the opportunities that are
available. The organization’s specific strategic goals and underly ing objectives
become the filter through which various options and opportunities are passed. Not
every  idea is worth the investment of time and effort (or another idea may  just be
more important). Having a filter that helps you recognize what you should be doing
and let go of the rest is of prime importance to your success.

In the classic story  Alice in Wonderland, Alice arrives at a fork in the road. She asks
the Cheshire Cat in a tree which way  she should go. The cat asks her where she wants
to go, and Alice answers, “I do not know.”

“Then,” says the cat, “it doesn’t much matter which way  you go, does it?”
It is the same with our desire to improve “things.” If we do not know what is

important to achieve, then it does not much matter what we try  to get done or how we
do it.

Management needs to provide two pieces of input to the staff. The first is an
understanding of the business they  are in (see page 15), and the second is a definition
of the large objectives for the organization’s program. It can be as simple as “improve
profits” or “reduce processing time.” It might be as specific as “increase referrals
from existing customers” or “boost gross margin in a specific line.” Pick any  one of
your objectives as y our primary  target and then let your staff and mangers loose.

One key  to achieving objectives is being able to recognize success. There is an old
management say ing that is very  true and fits here: “If you cannot measure it, you
cannot manage it.” Whatever targets you set as part of your objectives, it is important
to know what is to be measured, how it will be measured, where you are today, and
where you want to be. (Please see chapter 5, “Developing Metrics,” starting on page
19.)

Complete the process by  determining what resources are available to help get you
there and identify ing a champion to lead the charge. This is described in more detail
in the chapters “Simplified Project Planning” (page 23) and “Implementing Change”
(page 71).

Before moving on, list a few of the big-picture results that you hope to accomplish
in your organization. Let those items help you see the possibilities.





CHAPTER 4
What Business Are We In?

 

Strategic planning and corporate goal setting are mostly  outside the realm of this book.
However, a few brief notes are important. As mentioned earlier, goals are a filter
though which all new ideas can be passed. If an idea supports the goal, it is one to
consider. If it does not, leave it for another time. We suggest setting up an “idea
parking lot” to capture all of the good ideas that come up. While every  idea may  not
be the right thing to work on today, it may  be very  worthwhile later on. Come back to
the idea parking lot frequently  to get inspiration and new things to work on.

In the corporate entrepreneurship class at Saint Louis University, one of the first
lessons and homework assignments has to do with determining what business a
company  is in. Back in 1960, the Harvard Business Review published a famous article
by  Theodore Levitt titled “Marketing Myopia.” Levitt made the point that if the
railroads had been in the transportation business rather than the railroad business, they
would have owned the airlines.

Today, some might argue that the railroads were lucky  not to own the airlines. From
a different perspective, what if they  had seen the future and become transportation
experts? Would we have a better model? Maybe the United States would have a
better-integrated travel grid with short-run, high-speed railroads connecting long-haul
air hubs. No one knows the answer for sure, but the potential was there, even though
no one realized it at the time.

Thomas Winninger tells a similar story  about Hertz. The company  believed they
were in the car rental business. This meant that they  competed on exactly  the same
basis as everyone else in the auto-rental industry. There was no differentiation. Every
car rental company  looked about the same. Price was a major consideration.
Sometimes the types of cars for rent were different or there might be more choices,
but there was little real differentiation.

With a bit of work, some open-mindedness, and a lot of discussion, the Hertz
executives figured out they  should be in the “Get out of the airport quick” business. All
of a sudden, they  changed the mode and focus of every thing they  did.

The Hertz #1 Club Gold allowed frequent renters to skip the rental counter
(remember the long, slow lines waiting for dot-matrix printers to bang out four-part
contracts?) and go directly  to their car in the lot. The keys were in the ignition, the
rental contract was hanging from the mirror, and all renters had to do was show their



driver’s license to the guard on the way  out of the lot.
Many  business travelers were happy  to pay  extra dollars every  day  to get out of

the airport fast. Of course, the idea was so good and so successful that all of the other
rental companies followed suit with programs of their own. Still, Hertz got the jump-
start and accumulated market share while waiting for the others to figure out what was
most important to the customer.

Ask yourself, “What business should we really  be in?” The answer will provide a
way  to evaluate new ideas. Do they  support your business? Do they  help you do a
better job in the marketplace?

Play  with this question. It can offer you great insight into the market and your
customers. What do they  really  want? Interview your best customers, the largest and
the smallest. Talk to past customers and find out why  they  left. You may  be missing
opportunities that are obvious to others.

Another way  to find strategies to lead your market space is to ask, “What could we
do that would change the way  the industry  works?” Do not allow yourself to be limited
by  technology, investment capital, or time. Reality  will come later. The first step is to
find the seemingly  invisible opportunities that will allow you to change the way  the
world perceives you and your abilities.

It is possible to become the dominant player by  changing the rules. Apple did not
invent the cell phone; they  just changed the rules concerning what a cell phone looked
like and how it worked.

Some changes are easy—they  are just a change in the market perception of you
and your brand. Long before Kodak missed the boat on digital photography, they  ran
up against Fujifilm. Market share kept eroding. Then they  changed the marketing
message from selling film to selling memories. Consumers were asked, “Whom
would you trust with your memories?” That question hit a chord with the American
public and Kodak was able to regain sales and customers.

There are many  dramatic examples of companies that failed to make the
necessary  changes in their market. Sometimes this resistance to growth has been
disastrous, such as with the typewriter companies that could not imagine word
processors becoming something everyone wanted and could afford. They  believed
that word processing would never replace a good electric typewriter.

Then there are many  bookstores (which I miss) that did not believe online sales
would ever suffice for the dedicated reader who came in to browse books before they
purchased them. These are just two simple examples. As you can imagine, there are
many  more.

What is happening in your industry? What new forces are going to affect the way
you do business? What are young executives and line people talking about? How are
their habits changing?

Find out what the “weird” people are doing. Think hard about the ideas that
supposedly  “just won’t work” (for instance, word processors replacing typewriters or



cassette tapes replacing records, only  to be replaced by  CDs and then memory  chips
in electronic players). Consider far-out ideas carefully. It is possible that some people
have already  seen the future. Learn from them and experiment on your own.

What is possible (or impossible) today  that could suddenly  and completely  change
the markets you know so well? This is a critical question and you need to explore the
potential answers. If you are prepared for the future, you can conquer it. Otherwise, it
may  conquer you!

Take some time to make notes about what business you are in and what business
you should be in. It will make a big difference in how you approach new ideas.



CHAPTER 5
Developing Metrics

 

It is extremely  important to know how y ou will recognize success. The old excuse “I
will know it when I see it” will not work. Results must be measurable, traceable, and
agreed upon. This encourages teamwork and focused projects. A lack of objective
measures will dilute y our efforts. If everyone has a different sense of what the end
result should be, they  will end up working at cross purposes to one another. Then you
are stuck back in that “do-do” world we want to eliminate.

No matter how well you define your goals, without metrics the potential for success
is severely  limited. Each goal needs to be measurable. Then it is possible to manage a
team to accomplish the goals set by  the organization’s leadership.

As a short aside, it is important to understand the difference between leaders and
managers (which is not as easy  as it seems). Leaders set the goals, and managers
implement them. That is not to say  that there is never any  overlap, only  that each
group has their own specific requirements. Excellent leaders may  not be good
managers and that is okay. Good managers can become superior leaders, but their
management capabilities are necessary  to succeed at converting goals into reality.

The foundation of management is very  simple. Managers get paid for one thing and
one thing only. They  get paid to move numbers. Leaders are rewarded for setting
strategic directions that generate better-than-average returns. The best leaders find the
right numbers to be moved, decide which direction to move the numbers, how far to
move them, and how much to invest in moving them, and establish time frames in
which to accomplish the goals. Then they  hire the best managers to accomplish their
vision.

That is an MBA in a paragraph. So what does all this really  mean and how can it be
used?

As we already  discussed, “You can only  manage what you can measure.” The
concept is very  simple. Any thing that cannot be measured cannot be managed
because we have no way  to know if we are doing a good job or not. Poor managers
will tell you, “What I do cannot be measured, but you will know it when you see it.”
Do not believe it. In almost forty  years in business, I have never found one
worthwhile goal that could not be measured. I am ready  to be corrected, but am
confident there will be few if any  contenders.

An easy  example to consider is customer satisfaction. It is not on the balance sheet,



it cannot be found on the profit and loss statement, and usually, it is not even tracked.
So how can we measure something as vague as customer satisfaction?

This is where leadership comes in. Every  company  needs to be led. Every  good
idea needs a leader and a champion or a manager.

Good leaders have clear visions of where they  want to go. The best are able to sell
their visions to others and then reduce those visions to measurable goals. They  can
articulate what they  expect in clearly  defined terms that are easy  to monitor.

For example, customer service might be measured by  the number of referrals
given by  existing customers. The more satisfied our customers are, the more referrals
they  will give us.

We might use surveys to find out what our customers think. Just be careful not to
fool yourself. A poorly  worded survey  sent to the wrong group can make you feel
good … while the world is crashing down around you. If you want to use a survey, get
a professional group to administer it. Survey  a mix of current and past customers. Find
out why  they  stay  or why  they  left. Make sure your data is statistically  accurate. This
tool can help you learn a great deal about the level of satisfaction you are delivering.

A survey  is not a one-time event. It must be an ongoing process. Unless you are
developing and reporting results on a regular basis, a survey  will have a very  limited
impact on the business. What you need is a consistent set of numbers that can be used
to present results in an easy -to-understand manner. You and your people need to
watch the numbers and know that they  are moving in the right direction and at the
right velocity.

This consistent monitoring will put you in a position to develop metrics that can be
used to make sure customer service is improving—or tell you point-blank that you
need to change what you are doing because the numbers aren’t good. If the survey
metrics are getting worse, it is time to do something different. Take advantage of your
knowledge of what is really  happening to improve the situation. Ignore reality  at your
own peril.

There are many  more ways to measure customer satisfaction, but the most
important thing to recognize is that it can be measured in the first place. Once we
accept that any thing important can be measured, coming up with the method is
relatively  easy.

Take your time; make sure you know how the measurement will work. Experiment
and challenge your initial results. Having the correct measurement is extremely
important. If you don’t create an accurate metric, you might accidentally  spend a
great deal of time and energy  moving in the wrong direction.

It is also important that the rest of the team understands and believes in the metric.
They  are the ones who will ultimately  succeed or fail based on the results that are
reported.

Allow the team champion (manager) to participate in the development of the
metric and validate that it will reflect reality. This manager should also approve the



resources and targets (see the next section on project planning and management).
Before leaving this page, consider spending just a few minutes thinking about the

importance of measurement in your organization. Jot down some notes about what
metrics would accurately  reflect the status of your big ideas.



CHAPTER 6
Simplified Project Planning

 

Your final step before turning over the opportunities you find to managers is to build
upon the metrics defined in the previous chapter. You must identify  two positioning
points and select a champion who will work with the leadership to establish short-term
deliverables. This is the foundation of project planning and management. It will help
you succeed and get to done-done more quickly  and easily.

To start, you must carefully  define how to calculate the metrics already  identified.
The team must believe it is a reasonable metric that will accurately  reflect progress.
Next (and this may  seem obvious—but it’s not), share the data and your analy sis with
your managers. Show them all the calculations that will be used to perform the
measurements. Get their reactions and input. If they  are comfortable with what you
are asking, there is greater potential for success. Remember, they  are betting their
futures on the accuracy  of the metrics, and in turn, on the success of your
organization. Without the proper understanding, they  will be unable to move the
numbers.

Then come the two points. It is critical to know where you are and where you want
to be. Where you are is the baseline, the starting point. It may  take time to actually
calculate the numbers, but it is important that the manager and everyone on the team
accept the initial measurement.

Once there is a baseline, then it is possible to determine where you want to be. If,
for example, you are measuring errors in shipment picking, you might want to reach
zero errors; just be careful you do not choose an impossible target. That will
discourage people, not energize them. Be realistic. Do your homework. Find out what
the best companies in your industry, geographic area, or size group are doing. It will
be a good starting target and will get the team moving forward.

Next, you need a champion or manager. We will use the titles interchangeably  in
this context. Success requires someone who is passionate about the project and the
opportunity  it presents. That person will have to rally  resources, fight roadblocks,
change perceptions, and manage a team. If the champion does not believe in what he
or she is doing, these things cannot be done well.

If you can’t find a champion, you may  have the wrong project—or in some
extreme cases, the wrong people in your organization. Either recruit a champion or
move to another opportunity. The basic problems will stick around. Demonstrate



progress, fix things, reward people, and it will become easier to find the champions
for those more difficult but extremely  worthwhile projects.

Given the expected results, work with the project champion to determine a time
frame to get there. Be realistic. Make sure you give the champion and his or her
teams time, resources, and support to meet the goals. Setting anyone up for failure
will have a negative effect on the company  as a whole.

The champion should participate in setting the time frame expectations based on the
resource allocation. If management wishes for a shorter time frame, then they  must
negotiate with the champion and either provide more resources or change the
expectations. Due dates cannot be forced. If they  are, then the project is a failure
before it starts.

If the executives do not like the answer that the champion proposes, and they  do not
believe there are additional resources or do not want to reduce expectations, then they
can look for a different champion who believes he or she can meet the objective with
the available resources.

Just do not force someone to pick up the project and champion it if he or she doesn’t
believe in it. That will cause many  problems down the road and destroy  the sense of
trust that you need for your organization to realize the greatest returns for continuing
efforts.

One other suggestion is to keep task definitions short and simple. It is much easier to
get your hands around a one-week project than a one-year project. Shorter time
frames insure a greater likelihood of success. Making it easy  for people to succeed is
very  valuable when beginning this process. Remember, success breeds success. Do
every thing possible to make sure there are more successes than failures.

With every  measurable activity, there needs to be frequent reporting. The proper
schedule will depend on the organization, the metrics, and the potential response time.

The concept of “responsibility  reports” works well. The managers are given access
to all of the data that they  can control and receive reports on the results of their
efforts. This is what they  need to manage.

Finally, it is important to plan and distribute rewards for the teams and groups that
reach their measurable goals in the requested time. Every  success should be
celebrated.

Every  publicized success will make the next one easier. Rewards can run the gamut
from simple public recognition to monetary  rewards based on delivered results.
Publicize the rewards and the recipient’s reactions. This is a great way  to build
momentum. It will encourage others to try—and that is worth a fortune.



SECTION II
The Two Q uestions
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The Two Q uestions

 
Since starting my  consulting firm in 1976, I have learned that there are two key
questions that can unlock the knowledge that is waiting to be discovered:

• What is the dumbest thing your company  is doing?
• What is the most difficult or most time-consuming thing your company  is

doing?
 
Once you open these doors, the company  will be able to take advantage of amazing
insights and great ideas.

As I pointed out in section I, line people know the answers to the most burning
questions about processes and procedures. As owners and managers, you must be
willing to listen, to accept that others may  have good ideas, and to admit that you
might be wrong (or are not the most knowledgeable person in the company ). If you
accept these basic premises, then asking these two simple questions, listening carefully
to the answers, and taking action based on what you learn will help you gain
competitive advantage in your market, business, and industry.

In the following chapters, I will introduce the two questions and provide a number
of real-life examples to help you understand how to gain the greatest advantage from
the answers.

For both questions, be willing to look beyond the superficial to the underly ing
problems. It is too easy  to work on symptoms of problems. They  are easy  to spot and
band-aids already  exist for most. These bandages will hide—and even cure—the
symptoms. But the big problems will not go away. They  will continue to spawn new
symptoms until the real problems are dealt with directly.



CHAPTER 7
Q uestioning

 

I often suggest asking “why” five times to attempt to diagnose any  situation. One
company  called me in to design a new hiring sy stem for them. Their turnover had
increased and it was taking too much time to process all of the paper work.

My  first question was, “Why ?” and they  responded that because of the turnover,
the volume of persons needing to be hired had increased and they  could not keep up
with the paperwork.

My  second question was, “Why?” and they  just stared at me. So, I asked, “Why  do
you have so much turnover?” After a few seconds and very  confused looks, one
person hesitantly  answered, “Because people quit?”

“No,” I explained. “What I want to know is, why  are all of those people quitting?”
They  did not have an answer. So we had to do some research. It turned out that the

company  was pay ing significantly  below scale for the area. Their approach had been
to hire the chronically  unemployed, then teach them a skill and how to show up for
work every  day. As soon as they  became good employees, the employee could leave
and get a 10 percent raise anywhere else in town.

My  suggestion was that instead of designing a new system, they  just needed to
increase what they  were pay ing people. I might as well have suggested that they  try
to send a man to the moon. The first and second reactions were, “We cannot afford
that,” and, “It would not fit our pay -scale document.” At this point, I asked my
favorite question again: “Why?”

Once the research was completed and the client could see the real cost of hiring,
training, and replacing employees, the cost of increasing salaries seemed like a
bargain. Of course, they  did not have to pay  out the complete raise all at once. They
still hired persons at below-scale salaries, but used the extra money  to provide one or
more merit raises as the new employees gained skills and perfect time and attendance
records. By  the end of the first full year, they  were just about equal to everyone else
in town, but the merit raises made them feel much better about the company  and
turnover almost ceased.

I could have charged them a nice fee to design a hiring sy stem, but that would have
been the wrong answer. It would have simply  covered up a symptom of the problem.
The underly ing problem would have remained and been a drag on the company ’s
profitability. By  asking “why,” we were able to identify  the real issue and correct it.



That made all of the difference in the world.
Each of the two questions is, in itself, a complete diagnostic. The answers they

generate will highlight opportunities in every  part of the organization. They  will get
your people engaged in improving things. Together, they  will provide you with tens of
thousands of dollars’ worth of free consulting that is focused on your specific needs.

When you are ready  to get started, give all participating staff people a small spiral
notebook to keep in their shirt pocket or purse. Ask them to write notes and answers to
the two questions every  time they  see something in the company ’s operations that
they  find “dumb,” difficult, or time-consuming. Tell them not to hope they  remember.
They  need to take action and write it down as soon as they  can.

Get yourself a spiral notebook and set a great example.



CHAPTER 8
Q uestion O ne

 

The first question can be asked in many  different way s. Each way  should try  to get
the staff personnel to have some fun taking a hard look at what is going on in the
company. Here are a few possibilities for question one:

• What is the dumbest thing we make you do?
• What is the dumbest thing you did today?
• What is the dumbest thing you have seen someone doing?

 
This question, in all of its forms, works for a number of different reasons. First of

all, any  question helps to focus our attention. Without some direction or focus, our
minds wander. Sometimes that wandering is what we want and need (especially  if we
are working on innovating new ideas, products, or strategies). When the goal is to find
better ways to do something or every thing, the correct question will get us on the right
track.

Using a question like “What is the dumbest …” does more than just focus the mind
on the issue at hand (every  dumb thing represents an opportunity  to improve). It tells
the audience that asking questions is not intimidating. It can be fun. Relax, and we can
all laugh at ourselves. Of course, if top management then gets defensive or
immediately  finds excuses (especially  if they  are overly  invested in the activity  being
discussed), the staff will quickly  believe this is a trick question that will only  hurt them
if they  answer honestly.

This question works best if everyone in management understands the stakes and
makes clear their support for the goal of the process—finding opportunities to
improve. They  must be willing to admit they  might have been wrong when they
originally  instituted a policy  or procedure. They  have to be ready  to admit they  may
not have seen an obvious problem. They  have to be ready  to fess up to the group that
they  do not know every  answer to every  question. Every  person has to be willing to
step back and consider any  input, no matter where it comes from. Encouraging the
staff will pay  big dividends, and asking the right questions will provide the best
answers.

Go ahead, try  it yourself. Start with the first thing(s) that happened this morning.
What was the first interruption to your day? Was it a fax? Maybe you got hung up on



e-mail messages. Was there an activity  you needed to approve, but after
consideration, you realized you hadn’t rejected any  submitted paperwork in years?
All of these incidents might lead to your awareness of a dumb thing.

Take the fax. Why  was it delivered to you? Could someone down the line have
handled it? What if you did not take care of it? What negative effects would occur? If
the answer is none, then you have stumbled on a dumb thing that could be fixed.

How about e-mail? Are you copied on too many  messages? Most managers get
way  too many  e-mails. They  are sent by  subordinates who are just play ing CYA
based on past experience. What if you started a new policy? People who send you a
copy  of an e-mail will have to meet with you to explain why  they  sent it and what
action they  expected you to take.

If it is just CYA, firmly  tell them you will accept a summary  of what was decided
upon and the final actions taken when the project is completed. You do not want to be
included unless your input is required. If it isn’t, they  need to take you out of the loop.

In this case, you can set a goal of reducing your e-mail traffic by  50 percent. If this
scares you, then we have found another problem. It may  be that you do not have the
right people working for you because you do not trust them to do the right thing. Or
maybe you have never trained your staff to do the work correctly.

Today  I hear many  people tell me that, with staff reductions, there is no one else to
handle all the details. Regardless, this is something you can work on correcting in the
short term because it will free you up in the long term. I have never found anyone
who requires all the e-mail they  get. Take a long and hard look at what you are
receiving. Get rid of what you really  do not need.

If you are receiving e-mails to review an activity  or give approval to proceed, track
the number of acceptances and rejections over a week or a month. If there are no
rejections, quickly  get out of the checking business. If there are lots of rejections, it is
time to better train your staff or change the process.

In one situation at a larger company, the CFO was approving every  payment. That
was the way  it had always been done. After a short review, it was determined that
there were never any  rejections for amounts under $500. That became the first
threshold for review. By  the end of six months, the amount had been raised to $5,000
and the CFO reclaimed at least an hour a day.

This was valuable time. The CFO’s actions also sent an important message of trust to
the controller and the rest of the financial services staff, giving them a greater sense
of importance and responsibility. The process of approving and issuing checks was
better managed because the controller was interested in proving that the CFO was
right to trust his decision-making abilities. If there ever was a question, he would bring
it to her on an exception basis. He took great pride in being trusted and it showed.

Next, think about something else you see every  day  that often causes you to ask,
“Why?” It might be that the receptionist does not unlock the front door until exactly
8:00 a.m., even if customers are waiting to be served.



We have all had negative feelings about a service organization that makes us wait
simply  because that is the rule. What if we opened the doors fifteen minutes early?
What would that cost and what benefits might it have?

One of our clients (a construction supply  company ) started opening at 6:30 a.m.
instead of 7:00 a.m. like the competition. They  found that some customers arrived
even earlier because it helped them get their day  started on time. Providing free
coffee and donuts helped increase traffic (yes, there were some freeloaders, but they
were a small minority ) and sales increased significantly  more than the nominal cost
for food. There was no extra salary  cost because the two guys who opened early
were allowed to leave thirty  minutes earlier—and they  loved it. There were a few
more interruptions during the first shift, but staff quickly  figured out how to handle the
traffic without impacting the rest of the operation.

The next question they  needed to ask was, what happens if a customer arrives even
earlier? The answer was to set up a small entry  area that was opened when the first
employee arrived. They  set out coffee for the early  birds and added the donuts as
soon as they  were delivered. Their operation became the favorite gathering place for
construction workers in the area. A significant side benefit was the amount of market
intelligence that was learned by  listening to the workers’ conversations.

The word spread, and soon this company  was where everyone in the industry
congregated (even if they  did not need something) to get the inside news on what was
happening. It became a real competitive advantage. The outside sales guys took turns
coming in early  to listen to the word on the street. It gave them better intelligence
about what work was coming long before public announcements were made. They
got a real leg up on the competition by  finding out about many  projects first. Sure, it
started out as a reaction to a stupid thing (not opening the doors when a customer
showed up before the official starting time), but it paid off big.

In the examples that follow are a few answers to question one to get your mental
juices flowing. Think about how simple they  are. Find examples in your workplace.
You will be surprised at how easy  this process can be.

Time to start: Use your notebook to find at least one thing that might be considered
dumb before moving on. If you are stuck, just ask some of the line people. If they
trust you, they  will give y ou lots of ammunition.

Answer: Our sales commission structure is so complicated. It is different for each
salesperson and sometimes even by customer.

What was done? This company  was not alone in identify ing this problem. The issue
comes up almost every  time there is a commissioned outside sales force that has been
in place more than a couple of years. Companies often tweak the commission process
every  time they  want to change the sales force’s behavior, when they  want to attract a
certain person, or if the owner says so; and this company  was no different.



When fuel prices went sky  high, commissions were reduced to make up for
unrecovered local delivery  charges. When a salesperson was lured away  from a
competitor, a special pay  deal was set up. New deals were made for new products,
for special customers, and in response to almost any  other whim of top management.

Salespeople also made changes. They  used special deals to make up for lost
revenue due to the delivery  surcharges. Sales management thought they  were keeping
the situation under control by  making special deals that none of the other salespeople
would know about. Of course, everyone knew about them—the guys and gals were
bragging about how much they  talked management out of. It became a contest to see
how much extra commission could be squeezed out of every  sale.

All of these special arrangements were done with the excuse that they  were
necessary  in order to accomplish some desired end. Yet the only  guarantee was that
they  would make pay ing commissions more difficult and most likely  would not
change any  sales behaviors.

Pay ing commissions is a touchy  subject. Salespeople seem to feel that any  time a
commission structure is changed, it is just to reduce their earnings. Historically, that
may  be correct. In order to move forward, this company  needed to create a new
reality. They  had to simplify  the commission structure to be both efficient and
effective.

Research showed that many  people on the sales team had become complacent and
were willing to live on the fruit of previous labor. With much gnashing of teeth,
screaming, and dragging of feet, some minor (major to the sales force) changes were
made.

First of all, the commission structure was standardized. Special needs were handled
with different draws, perks, and reimbursements. A major change was made to
increase the commission value for new customers during their first year and to
reduce the value for existing customers whose purchase volume did not increase
beyond the value of inflation.

The company  is now considering a greater change by  adopting a strategic pricing
model. This model is beyond the scope of this book, but it takes a strategic look at a full
year’s worth of sales data to identify  where money  is being left on the table. The
results are impressive, producing additions of 2 to 4 percent of sales on the bottom
line. (Please write Steve@SteveEpner.com for details on how this is done.)

Answer: We waste too much time waiting for meetings to start. Some are as much
as fifteen minutes late. It seems that four to twelve people sitting around for fifteen
minutes doing nothing is not a valuable use of limited resources.

What was done? At this organization, this appeared to be a growing problem,
especially  with regularly  scheduled meetings. As a meeting got the reputation of
starting late, more of the participants would arrive late so as not to waste as much of
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their time being unproductive.
With the approval of top management, we established a couple of new rules that

seemed to solve the problem. First, if the meeting organizer did not show up within
three minutes of the start time according to the synchronized clocks in every  meeting
room (that is another story ), all of the other participants were excused to go back to
work.

We asked all meeting organizers to arrive at the meeting at least five minutes early.
This gave them time to talk to those who wanted to chat before the meeting began.
When the start time for the meeting arrived, they  were instructed to call the meeting
to order, even if not everyone was there yet.

When people arrived late, they  were told to just sit down and catch up. The meeting
leader was not allowed to stop the meeting to fill them in on what had happened.

Plus, at the first natural break, the late attendee was penalized. In one company,
anyone who is late has to tell the group a joke before the break is allowed to proceed.
This seems to be sufficient punishment to eliminate most tardiness.

Once the word got out that meetings were starting on time, everyone started to
show up on time. This allowed the meetings to also end punctually  and saved a
tremendous amount of wasted time sitting in meetings that were not productive

For the next month, keep a record of every  meeting you attend. Keep score: How
many  started on time, how many  ended on time, how many  had an agenda, and how
many  did you really  need to attend?



CHAPTER 9
Q uestion Two

 

This question is an easy  way  to find opportunities to improve processing and the lives
of your staff. Take the hard stuff and make it easier. Working with all the stakeholders
on a given process will allow you to really  innovate. It will enable you to find ways to
simplify  and improve. Here are a few possible ways to pose question two:

• What is the most difficult thing you do?
• What is the most time-consuming thing you do?

 
Where processes are considered difficult or time consuming, there are usually

opportunities to reduce the effort required for the given set of procedures. These are
chances to find more time or relieve resources to work on more important things.

Some improvements may  just be in timing. For example, you might have the
following simple conversation: “If we could do this in the afternoon instead of first
thing in the morning, it would be much less disruptive.” “No problem, there is no
reason it has to be done early.”

Other solutions may  involve combining operations: “We do X for another
department that is very  similar to what we do for you. Can we consolidate the effort
rather than performing two separate operations?” The best answers are something
like: “If you could add ABC to the process and one extra column to the report, it would
work just fine for us.” Then take action: “Great, we will make the change right away.”

Whenever a difficult operation is pointed out, before finding ways to simplify  it,
make sure it is still needed. There are many  functions performed every  day  for some
out-of-date requirement. Ask yourself and your staff if the process can be eliminated
prior to spending time making it easier, faster, more accurate, or relevant.

A rule of computer science I wrote about in the late ’70s stated, “If you automate
garbage, all y ou get is faster garbage.” The same is true if you improve (or enhance)
“garbage” processes (ones that are not required); if you make them faster, you just
end up with faster garbage. You are much better off if you can eliminate the process
altogether.

Set the example. Write down at least one thing that is difficult for you to do. Then
think about how it might be changed. Talk to others who are involved. You will build
confidence in the process.



Answer: Every afternoon, I have to stop what I am doing to gather information
from multiple sources. The report I create is very time consuming. It seems like we
should be able to allow the computer to do this.

What was done? My  first reaction to this issue was, “Of course, move the work to the
computer and you will save a significant amount of a person’s time every  day.” My
second reaction was to make sure I understood the underly ing problem rather than
just papering over a symptom. So I asked why  the report was being created and who
used it.

The answer should not have surprised me: “I do not know.” All the employee knew
was that she had been trained by  her predecessor to do the report at 3:00 every
afternoon. Data was collected at many  different points and was all sent to this one
person by  3:00 p.m. each day. She then manually  summarized all of the day ’s booked
sales by  product class. She placed the completed report on top of the sales file cabinet
by  4:30 p.m. The next morning, whoever used the report had picked it up and it was
gone.

One evening, I was checking out some other data when I noticed a member of the
cleaning crew pick up the daily  sales report. “Excuse me,” I asked. “What do you do
with that report?”

“Well, we used to let them stack up on the cabinet, but then they  got too heavy  to
carry  easily, so we started to remove them every  night.” This was fascinating. “I put
them in a box in the closet and each week we take the box out to the trash. I’ve been
doing it that way  for years.”

Further research uncovered that the company  owner had requested the report over
eight years earlier. He had decided that it did not really  serve his purposes, but he
never thought to stop its production. For eight years, every  new person was instructed
on how to compile the report. For eight years, a person spent over an hour every  day
creating the report. And for eight years, no one had ever looked at the report other
than to move it to the trash.

This was an easy  one to fix. The report was eliminated. Just as in the earlier
example, it would have been easy  to fix the symptoms by  speeding up the process or
eliminating most of the manual effort. But the correct answer was to ask “why” and
eliminate the actual problem.

Answer: It is so difficult to reconcile all the outbound freight bills and it slows down
our ability to invoice our customers.

What was done? Here is another problem that is common to many  businesses. They
wait until the freight bill is received before sending an invoice to the customer so that
the proper shipping charges can be added. The process is cumbersome, as every
invoice for shipped product must be filed and then retrieved when the freight charges



arrive. Then, the appropriate freight is added to each invoice so it can finally  be sent
to the customer.

This process caused numerous concerns. First, it increased the days outstanding for
accounts receivable. Real money  collection was being delayed with a very  real cost
that could be attached to each invoice affected. Second, it added a tremendous
amount of extra work. No one ever thought to look at the cost versus the benefits.

Asking “why” in this case did not highlight an underly ing problem. The process
itself was the problem. Fixing it would require some different thinking.

For almost all shipments, the approximate shipping cost is easily  calculated. There
are charts, tables, and computer programs that can give you a very  accurate answer
based on the weight, size, and the from/to addresses. The calculated figures will
normally  be within pennies of the actual shipping amount. The first fear articulated
was that an incorrect calculation would rob the company  of profits. After a little
research, we found that the number and amounts of errors made in the past were so
small that even if every  loss was allowed to stand, the savings in processing costs
would more than make up for the added cost of unrecovered freight.

By  rounding all freight costs up to the nearest whole dollar, a sufficient cushion
would be created to cover any  shortfall. Actually, it would generate a small profit—
and the added cost was so little per account that very  few customers ever noticed or
complained (and those that did were given some compensation in return for allowing
the company  to use the simpler procedure).

In another company, they  actually  marked the freight up by  a nominal percentage
and made it a profit center. Why  not? This was an opportunity  that made sense.



CHAPTER 10
How to Ask the Q uestions

 

So how should you ask the two questions? The easiest thing is to just ask! You may
want to explain what you are try ing to accomplish. It always helps to present
examples and encourage participation.

Many  companies like to hold meetings to ask for input. Sometimes, asking a group
of eight to ten people will reduce the intimidation factor. For smaller companies,
forget the formal meeting. Invite a team (or the whole staff from one or more areas)
to a simple lunch gathering to explain what you are looking for. Give everyone a
notebook as explained earlier and watch the fun begin.

Larger companies will gravitate toward the meeting format. Enthusiasm and initial
ideas become contagious and encourage thinking about what is being done in the
business. All of a sudden, there are lots of new ideas. One-on-one meetings also work
well in specific situations.

Step one is deciding who gets invited to the party. The first response from most
managers is to invite the management team. This would be the wrong answer. The
management team should be thinking about these issues all the time. Bringing them in
is helpful only  if they  are not doing their jobs on a regular basis. Resist the urge.

The best information will come from the people closest to the action—the clerical
people, the warehouse staff, and line people throughout the organization. Depending
on the size of the company, it may  take a number of small group meetings to get the
full value.

If the meetings are too large, they  will become intimidating and cause most line
people to fear speaking up. However, if the meetings are too small there is no safety
in numbers. The best groups are between eight and sixteen people. The attendees
should also be from different areas and have different backgrounds. Diversity  is an
important element in assembling a group that will come up with the best answers.

Carefully  select people who have positive attitudes. Especially  when you are first
starting, do not allow one person to ruin the process. Pick “go-to” people whom others
seek out for answers. They  usually  have a great understanding of what happens (and
often, why). See the next chapter on how to invite them.

When you are just beginning, there is often one more necessity : an outsider. Think
about it—when was the last time anyone asked employees to find mistakes that their
bosses have made? This is not an easy  question for most people to answer. They  will



believe (rightly  or wrongly ) that they  will only  get in trouble for pointing out obvious
problems. Remember, they  have been taught from an early  age that it is bad to be
wrong.

A good facilitator (whether internal to the company  or from the outside) will make
them feel at ease. The right person will provide an atmosphere of trust and safety  for
sharing ideas. Without the boss in the room, most line people will be more willing to
speak up.

The facilitator should at least be from outside the area or specific organization being
examined. In general, facilitators should not participate in the meeting—they  have too
much power to hijack the process and destroy  any  results. This is a natural tendency,
and another reason why  it is so important to have someone from outside the group
running the meeting. The facilitator should have an objective perspective on the issues
being discussed; it is almost impossible to have a successful meeting if one of the
participants (who always has his or her own agenda) is also managing the meeting
process.

If chosen correctly, an experienced facilitator will help your people succeed. He or
she will help them get good ideas on the table and develop them with integrity. Along
the way, your staff will learn to facilitate meetings and will be able to assist in other
areas of the company, where they  can be independent.

Just get started on the right foot. The old say ing is true, “You never get a second
chance to make a first impression.” Do every thing possible to make sure the first
experience is a good one. The rest of the process depends on it.

Later, it will be easier to include management personnel as everyone starts to
experience the positive results from the process. When they  see that no one is getting
fired for speaking up; when they  see ideas being implemented; and when they  see
rewards being handed out, then it will be easier to mix up teams and look for even
more complex situations to tackle.

Consider making a list of three to five people you can take to lunch to try  out the
questions. Once you identify  them, go to the next chapter and create an invitation.



CHAPTER 11
Inviting the Meeting Participants

 

When selecting participants for the first meetings, start with the superstar workers.
These are the individuals who will be most willing to put ideas on the table for
discussion. They  have more self-confidence and will see the selection as an
opportunity  to make an impact on the operation. Consider inviting a representative
from each of the major areas of the company. For example, one person can
represent all of accounting—or, if appropriate, you can select one person from
accounts receivable, accounts payable, and financial reporting.

Invite the selected individuals to a short pre-meeting. Tell them about what is going
to be done. Give them some ideas of things to look for and introduce the two questions.

As noted earlier, one easy  way  to help encourage participation is to provide
everyone with a small spiral notebook or flip book to carry  with them at all times.
During the next week (or month), they  should be asked to keep jotting notes every
time they  see something dumb or difficult (opportunities in disguise). This will make
the collection easier, and it creates a bit of competition as every one starts to compare
how many  pages of notes they  have taken.

In addition, after the process gets rolling, they  should be asked to go back to their
departments and explain to their peers what is being done. They  should tell the rest of
the team that they  will be representing the department in a very  important first step
toward improving operations. These individuals should let the other employees know
that everyone is being asked to participate by  uncovering dumb and difficult things
that can be brought up at a meeting to be held in the very  near future.

Someone from upper management or HR can be provided if the selected worker
would like help with these department meetings. Just make sure the individual
executive that y ou choose is respected by  the operation he or she is going to visit. Be
careful of any  hidden agendas or old baggage. You want the greatest potential for
success.

For smaller companies, the first group can be more focused (select an area to
concentrate on) or can cover the total operation. Take the three to five selected
employees out to lunch. Explain what you want to accomplish. Give each one his or
her small spiral notebook. Consider asking them to find one quick thing to write down
before they  leave the lunch. It will help them get started. Then tell them you want to
get back together in a week. It is that easy.



When inviting individuals, you will need to develop a standard invitation. It needs to
explain what is being done and why. While this may  sound self-serving, giving all
participants a copy  of this book will make it easier for them to understand what is
being asked of them and the kinds of ideas they  might find. The many  examples will
help jog their thinking and produce better results in a shorter period of time.

The actual invitation should make recipients feel like they  have been selected as
part of a very  exclusive group. Let them know the company  is looking to them to
pioneer a new program of continuous improvement. Tell them this is the beginning of
something special that will transform the company  and prepare it for a sustainable,
successful future.

Give them at least one week to prepare; two weeks may  be better if they  seem
nervous about the idea. In that case, meet with the participants individually  after a
couple of days. See how they  are doing. Encourage them. Ask to see what they  are
gathering in their books.

Be prepared to help with any  questions and to clear roadblocks. Historically, most
early  questions have to do with boundaries, so the local politics will need to be set
aside to get the most value possible.

One more note on timing: Three weeks is too long a time from the introduction to
the first real meeting. People will lose focus. They  will forget what they  are supposed
to do. Enthusiasm will wane.

For larger groups, holding at least one more pre-meeting can be useful after a week
of note collecting. It will prove it is safe to come up with examples, provide some
laughs, and, more important, it will help the group become more comfortable with
one another in advance of the big meeting. This session should take place only  four or
five business days after the kickoff. Doing it quickly  will give procrastinators a
nominal kick in the backside and get them started.

After the first group has met and ideas are being implemented and publicized, the
word will spread. You may  be surprised at the number of people who want to
participate. As a matter of fact, one of the issues many  companies run into is how to
limit the number of sessions—at least in the beginning.

Once you get going, informal groups are more than welcome. Get as many  people
as possible involved. Everyone has a different viewpoint that will lead to diverse
contributions.

Once you have a few successes, the team will be on a roll. Give them freedom to
shoot any  sacred cows. Help them to take more control.



CHAPTER 12
Identifying Constraints

 

Constraints are one of the limiting factors many  companies impose. Try  to eliminate
as many  constraints as possible. In sessions I run, we purposely  tell the participants not
to consider time, cost, or available technology. We will have plenty  of time later on to
bring reality  into the conversation. Most people do not know what is possible, so it is
better to let them dream and come up with the industry -changing ideas first. Then do
the research to figure out how those ideas can be implemented.

For example, I was given a problem related to sorting mail for a Fortune 500
company. It may  seem insignificant, but getting the mail for six thousand people
spread across three campuses to the right person quickly  and accurately  was critical
for the successful operation of the organization (and this was before e-mail, when
everyone relied on getting data on paper).

The two greatest problems we had to resolve were related to the training time for a
new sorter (two to three months under the old sy stem) and errors made in the effort to
memorize the names of the people who received the most mail.

The solution we dreamed up was to use voice recognition. Under this new system,
the operator would read the first initial of the first name and the first four letters of the
last name of the mail recipient into a microphone. The sy stem would then display  any
matches. Tim Johnson and Tay lor Johnston would have the same code, so duplicates
would be shown with the full name and a title. This would allow the operator to resolve
over 99 percent of all situations with matching codes. Then the sy stem would show the
campus (there were three in the city ), building, floor, wing, and mail stop. All
information would be written on the envelope and placed in a “first sort” mailbag
without putting down the pencil or any  other intervening action.

It is always fun to ask audiences when they  think the application described here was
put in place. Most people will guess sometime in the last five years. Every  once in a
while I will get a joker who says, “Twenty  years ago.” They  are getting closer. The
actual start-up happened in 1973. Voice recognition has been around for a long time.
But, outside of a few technical people, it was not widely  recognized as a usable and
relatively  inexpensive technology. That is why  it is important not to let concerns about
the availability  of technology  get in the way  of dreaming about potential solutions.
There are some amazing capabilities out there if we just look for them.

The next constraint that needs to be eliminated is cost. If everyone focuses on the



cost of a new idea, it will die a quick death. Hold off on the cost until the solutions are
well thought out. At the end of the process, the cost may  be immaterial compared to
the savings. If the idea is rejected too soon, you will never have the opportunity  to
learn what the real return might be.

In any  organization, there will be ideas that do not work. In one project at a large
financial services firm, we defined a process we called “accelerated failure.” History
had taught us that not every  idea was good. If an analy sis showed it had promise, their
management team was always willing to take a chance—as long as the ideas were
tested in limited situations where their applicability  and potential success could be
easily  and rapidly  demonstrated. By  the same token, an idea that did not accomplish
its goal was scrapped before it was widely  implemented.

Even more important, the management team never came back and blamed the
people who generated the idea. On the contrary, they  were recognized for try ing.
Then the idea was put back into the mix to see if it could be improved and tested again.
Not only  was failure unpunished, it was celebrated, though not to the exclusion of
celebrating success. Successful ideas had bigger celebrations, simply  to prove they
were a natural part of running an innovative business.

Management has a responsibility  to all stakeholders to make sure that even good
ideas are not implemented when the cost benefit ratio falls below a predetermined
threshold. Just do not eliminate good ideas before they  can be massaged and
improved.

There is one other constraint worth mentioning—members of the team often known
as roadblocks. Know who they  are. Plan to keep them in the loop, but under close
scrutiny. Make it clear that interference will not be allowed. Then work with them over
time to show how they  can make a positive contribution to moving the company
forward.



CHAPTER 13
Knocking O ut Killer Phrases

 

In companies where negativity  has been a problem in the past, we introduce an
exercise to identify  “killer phrases” that cannot be used during the project or by
management at the review. These phrases are listed on flip charts and then distributed
to everyone during the research phase. The most common killer phrases are

• We have never done it that way.
• We have always done it this way.
• It is not in the budget.
• John (or Mary ) will not allow it.
• It will never work here.
• IT will block it.
• We tried that before.
• If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.

 
The last two are the most dangerous. Something that did not work back in the Stone

Age has no relevance today. Talk to the youngest workers and you will start to
understand that the Stone Age just ended a couple of years ago. Fantastic advances in
technology  mean that something that could not work six months ago may  be easy
today. The speed of technological growth is amazing.

The “if it ain’t broke” phrase creates more emergencies than almost any thing else.
Think about it. When does any thing break? When it is under pressure. This killer phrase
suggests that you wait until your sy stem or equipment are under the greatest pressure
and then watch them fail when there is no time left to fix them. Then you have to do
quick-and-dirty  fixes because you cannot take time to do it right. For any  organization,
it is best to fix failures before they  occur. Predict what can go wrong (or learn from
what has happened in the past) and fix things when there is limited time pressure, or
none at all.

In many  situations, we establish a penalty  if someone is caught using a killer phrase.
You could try  collecting a dollar in a pot every  time one is used, to be donated at the
end of the quarter. This makes it fun to catch others who would otherwise be a
negative influence while raising some money  for a favorite charity.

Do not limit the areas that can be examined. Keep it open and free in order to find



the best opportunities. Over time, no area of the business should be left untouched. You
do not know what can be improved unless you ask. Remember, Mark Twain said
sacred cows make the best hamburger.

Experience tells us that the group will not have trouble coming up with answers. The
most difficult thing when beginning this process is convincing the staff that it is safe to
tell the boss that something they  have been told to do is dumb!

Some groups may  need encouragement and constant help to keep going. For
example, in one situation, a group came up with a great idea to reduce the effort
required to complete a process. The team worked hard and as a result eliminated the
need for one full-time employee. Instead of celebrating the success and moving that
person into a role of helping other groups, management let one of the team members
go.

What a horrible signal. Help the company  and get fired. That was the end of
continuous improvement in that company. It took years before anyone was willing to
be part of a team to save the company  any  required effort again. Instead, the opposite
began to happen. People learned to make the sy stems less efficient so they  could
guarantee the safety  of their jobs.

Before starting down this road, top management and the ownership group must
commit to not firing any  employee as a result of improved operations. Each
potentially  displaced worker needs to be retrained and moved to another position of
equal or higher pay  and responsibility. Companies should take advantage of using their
best employees and the extra time to get out of do-do and get the important things
done. Focus on real opportunities and send a positive message to everyone in your
organization.

When groups find it difficult to identify  any  waste, any  dumb processes, or
any thing that is considered difficult, it is usually  a sign of mistrust or another sy stemic
issue that is keeping people from being comfortable with participating.

No organizations exist that do not have room for improvement. A lack of staff input
is a very  loud and clear signal to management. Some of the issues to look into include
a lack of support from the middle management team, a history  of not listening, or
even negative consequences for staff who tried to participate in earlier programs.

In this type of situation, take a step back. Have the most trusted person in the
management group open a dialog with one or two of the “go-to” people on staff. See
if they  can be enlisted to help spread the word that no one will be hurt by  helping. Any
manager who is against the process should be kept away  from the group meetings.

It is not always easy  to repair years of “abuse” (that may  be a little harsh, but it
does present the problem in stark terms). If there is a long history  of distrust in the
company, it may  take a well-orchestrated meeting with publicized results to show
what can be accomplished.

People will probably  want to see if there are any  long-term negative consequences
for the participants. So, wait a couple of months before starting the next small group.



Build upon successes. It may  be slow going at first, but the end results will be worth
the wait if the company  is truly  committed to making this process work.

In some tough cases, an organization may  want to consider practicing on a small
group of middle managers. This will give the team some valuable experience before
working with the general line staff. Managers should be more willing to accept the
experimentation and the risk that goes along with it. (If they  are not, the operation has
problems to correct that exceed the scope of this book.) This approach will also
provide an example that everyone else can watch in action.

Observe the process closely. Understand how different members of the team react.
If something goes wrong, get input and fix the process prior to using it with the staff.
For example, if you have planned to wait one week between the kickoff and the actual
meeting but find it has caused too much stress due to the heavy  workload, then be
willing to provide extra time. The participants should not feel as if they  are on a death
march, but instead that they  are part of a team helping to improve their company.

When you are ready  to get started, there are just a couple of reminders. Following
up on an earlier comment, make sure someone from outside the group is the
facilitator—the person running the meeting. That person should not have a stake in the
meeting so they  cannot be accused of try ing to take sides. The right person will be a
positive addition to the process and should be asked to start by  letting members of the
group list their own killer phrases.

Second, when possible have the meetings offsite, or at least away  from the
telephones and general interruptions of the day. Make sure that staff knows this is paid
time and that you value their input. Please see the material in the “Extras” section
(beginning on page 131) on holding meetings. It includes ideas on location, setup, and
timing.

Give yourself at least one half day  to get the ideas flowing. Breakfast and/or lunch
are a big deal to most line personnel. Make them feel like big shots and you will
benefit immeasurably.

Many  first-level supervisors and middle managers spend a lot of their operational
time in meetings, so it is no wonder that over the years, many  employees comment
specifically  about the meeting process. Plan the meetings carefully  and take
advantage of the willingness of your employees to participate.



CHAPTER 14
Managing the Meeting

 

So, what happens in one of these meetings? There are many  possibilities. Often, there
will be one person who says, “Every  day  I have to do X for the Y group. It just does
not make sense. It seems like a waste of time.”

One of your employees is sticking his or her neck out and everyone is watching to
see how you will react. Be positive. Do not even think about reacting negatively—no
matter what is brought up. Whatever is said first, find something you can celebrate
about it and build on that. In this case, ask people from Group Y (if they  are not
already  in the room, get them there—or call them up at the last minute and put them
on conference call) to respond and give their input. Ask them to walk the other group
through the process and explain what they  do with X.

There are two common conversations paths that usually  result. First, Group Y might
say, “We’ve never understood why  you keep sending us X. It has always seemed like
a waste of time and we do not use it. We just figured someone else needed it and we
were stuck on some copy  list.”

In this case, have a good laugh and then check carefully  that no one else is using the
output of the process. As soon as you can validate that it is not being used, stop doing it.
The staff will love you. They  will save time that can be used for other important
things that need to get done. They  will see a positive result from the questioning
process and will be encouraged to work harder to find more areas to improve.

The second conversation path is that Group Y will explain how important the
information is to them, how it is used, and why. Then the original group that brought up
the problem may  say, “Wow, we never realized what it was used for. If we can just
change Z, we can accomplish the same result with much less effort.” Then examine
the process again and make sure there are no other users who should be contacted
before implementing the change.

Keep the atmosphere positive and you will keep the team generating new ideas.
Better yet, positive stories about the process will spread through the company  and
more people will want to participate and share ideas. When this happens, you have
reached the pinnacle. Your organization is becoming one of continuous improvement.
That will serve you well for a long time to come.

You can help the word spread by  publicizing the results. Use an internal newsletter
or intranet site to brag about what occurred. Consider a public celebration of the



individuals who came up with the questions and solutions. These actions will help make
sure the whole company  knows about the process and feels encouraged to participate
in the future.

If you treat the questions as a quick fix or the flavor of the month and do not follow
up, you will have wasted your time and lost an excellent opportunity  to bring your
staff into the improvement strategy  of the company. There is long-term value in
allowing your people to feel part of the solution. Give them a stake in the future of the
company  and you will be amazed at what they  can accomplish.

Most management teams are surprised when we first open the gates to ideas from
their staff. Once the process gets rolling, however, there are so many  opportunities for
small and large gains. The positive results add up quickly.



CHAPTER 15
Implementing Change

 

Once you ask people to help and prove you are serious, ideas will start to flow in. Most
employees are thrilled to be consulted. As a matter of fact, many  of them have
provided ideas in the past and were put down for even thinking they  might have an
idea that their manager could not see.

When you propose the questions to them, let everyone know this is a new day. The
old NIH (not invented here) put-down will not be used. Let them know you are really
interested in what they  have to say  and that you want to take advantage of what they
see every  day  that management misses.

You need to refine raw ideas and define metrics (discussed in chapter 6) so that a
starting point can be established. A formal evaluation of the cost and expected return
on investment must be completed before you can give the “go ahead.”

You should assemble a team to work on the ideas. Again, diversity  in the team will
be important. If y ou only  have personnel from the accounting area, too much
emphasis will be placed on financial aspects. The same is true if the majority  of team
members are from the sales force or from any  specific department. It is the team’s
job to research and massage the ideas to create something that can have outsized
returns based on the required investment of resources, and they  need to think about
multiple areas of the company  to do this.

Once ideas are ready  to be presented to top management, keep the team informed
as to what is happening. Consider inviting the idea team to be part of the presentation.
(In this case, a preliminary  meeting should be held with the executive team to prepare
them to have a positive meeting with staff.) It is very  important that this meeting is
seen as an open-minded review of the idea and a celebration of the process.

When you begin to get input, you may  feel overwhelmed with the number of ideas
generated. That is a wonderful problem to have. Take advantage of the good ideas by
setting up a simple method to collect, document, and organize them.

Simple is always key. If the process is complex or difficult, it will not be done.
There are many  tools available, from spreadsheets to basic database managers, that
will allow you to set up and maintain an idea repository.

Next, select a small committee (no more than five people) made up of top
executives who will be responsible for prioritizing the opportunities (and taking the flak
or blame from people and groups whose ideas were given a lower priority ). Of



course, there will be lobby ing from the troops, but that is a good thing. Make sure the
committee considers all input, potential returns, resource requirements, and timing.

One medium-sized company  we worked with was having trouble setting their
priorities. There was a backlog of requests for IT support (which was a red flag that
there were other problems). In this case, the IT manager reacted to squeaky  wheels
and tried to do so many  projects at once that none got done.

The manager did not like conflict and tried to please too many  bosses. By  simply
making prioritization the responsibility  of top management (he was still part of the
committee), the work was finally  organized and prioritized, and individual projects
were managed from start to finish.

Once put under a top-management microscope, many  of the “quick hit” requests
that were “critical to my  area” were dropped. They  could not be justified. They  were
not well thought out. And since there was no incentive to conserve limited resources,
everyone just asked for every thing they  thought might help.

One larger company  put in a chargeback sy stem. Each department asking for a
project was charged for the effort. Two great things happened as a result. First, the
number of requests declined immediately. The department heads started to review all
requests to make sure they  were reasonable, would help the operation, and had a
payback of less than a year.

Second, the IT department became much more “customer” oriented. This was
because top management made one other important change. The chargebacks were
the funding for the department. If others were not satisfied with the work done, they
could refuse to make the payment. Very  quickly, IT understood their future depended
on happy  customers, and their attitude adjustment was quickly  visible to the whole
organization.

IT is an easy  example to understand. It is the same elsewhere in the organization.
The committee should look for the very  quick hits first. What can you do without a
large investment of resources? Can you simply  eliminate a step in an out-of-date
process? Can you easily  change a procedure without any  programming effort? These
are the first ideas to implement. Taking action on these opportunities will set the stage
and prove there is value in all the ideas that are being suggested. It will show the staff
you are serious. It will create enthusiasm, and there are few things as contagious as
enthusiasm.

To help ignite the enthusiasm, one company  even started an award sy stem. Each
month one person was selected to get the trophy  (it could be a plaque, a real trophy, or
even an unusual paperweight). This company  included a small monetary  reward as
well. Each month the previous six winners would meet to select the next winner (and
none of them could repeat while on the “winners committee”). Then the trophy  would
be awarded at a lunch gathering of the staff.

This was fun. The staff looked forward to it. The public display  of gratitude from
management was appreciated. And each month more people submitted ideas. The



enthusiasm really  was contagious.
As the low-hanging fruit is used up, start to look for return on investment. What will

give you an outsized return for any  investment of time or effort? All the while, keep
looking for new ideas. When a new quick hit is brought to your attention, implement it
ASAP. Do not make it wait.

For a larger opportunity  or one that will require a significant investment, it is not
always easy  to do the return-on-invest calculation. This is especially  true when the
enhancement will improve a hard-to-measure value like “customer satisfaction.”

This is where members of management earn their pay. Tough decisions will have to
be made. Think through how you would measure the positive results of each
opportunity  and attempt to assign a value. Your sy stem may  not always be 100
percent accurate, but it should help you focus on the high-value items first.

One example was a client who decided to help their customers become more
profitable. The question was really  a statement: “Our customers are so dumb that
they  do not understand how much more money  they  could make.” It led to an
industry -changing question: “Why  don’t we help our customers run a better business?”

Since this would be something no one else had done, and no one in the company
had ever done, the fear of failure was high. The process took a lot of thought,
interviews, research, and some real soul searching.

While there was no specific number that management could point to, they  made
some assumptions (that proved overly  conservative in the long run) to build a case for
the new project. The idea was to write a computer program specifically  tailored to
improve their customers’ abilities to make a better profit.

After much gnashing of teeth, the company  undertook the project. It was almost the
largest investment bet the company  had ever made. Still, if it worked, they  assumed
their average amount of business from an average customer would go from just
under 40 percent to over 75 percent. If the program were picked up by  as little as 10
percent of the customer base, the new sales would pay  for the development.

The good news was that after a few years, they  had penetrated over 70 percent of
their own customer base. The sales percentage did not stop at 75 percent, but came
close to 95 percent. On top of that, the number of new customers attracted to the
company  jumped by  hundreds of percent for the next couple of years. It all started
with a simple question and management’s willingness to consider something “way  out
there.”

When looking at new processes, improvements in efficiency  can exceed 30 percent
in many  organizations. The older the organization, the more entrenched the
operations, and the older the existing automation, the more opportunities we usually
find.

Think about the savings when the “closet report” described in chapter 9 (the one that
was thrown out every  night without ever being looked at) was ended. Suddenly  one
overworked clerk had an extra ninety  minutes each day  to apply  to important tasks.



That is real value!
No matter how you implement the change, come back and revisit the process a

week or two after the solution is implemented to see how it’s working. If you are lucky,
you will find that the groups are talking to each other between meetings and have fine-
tuned the process to make it even better without you directing them.

You may  also find that by  discussing the process, your team will discover other
things that can be modified to improve the workflow. As you build trust in this process,
give your teams the authority  to implement simple changes that will smooth out
processing. You will save time and gain the benefits much quicker.

Sure, there will be mistakes, but accept them as part of the team’s education. Each
experience will make them better decision makers. Help them learn to continuously
improve what they  are doing. Show them how to use feedback to refine ideas and get
greater benefits. Give them a little leeway  and you will be rewarded over and over.

There will be some procedures that cannot be changed. Research might identify
reasons to keep them the old way. When that happens, call the team together (with all
of the appropriate groups represented) and talk through the findings.

If you have to maintain an old operational process, it is okay. Do it with a smile and
make sure everyone sees it as a positive step of learning. People should be thanked for
highlighting a possible dumb thing or for revealing that the new way  would not work.

After the first round of improvements, the ideas do not dry  up. They  do become
more complex. Once the low-hanging fruit is picked, there will still be plenty  of ideas
to go after; they  may  just require a bit more reach.

The second set of ideas may  take longer to implement, and the savings will take a
bit longer to realize. Just do not give up. Establishing a culture of improvement will
serve your company  well into the future.

The same two questions continue to work. We just need to find more people to ask.
New employees and temporary  workers are a wonderful source of fresh ideas. They
are not as invested in how you do things.

They  bring different experiences and perspectives to the table, and for a couple of
weeks, they  will easily  be able to spot dumb and hard things. After that time, they
may  become part of the problem. They  learn how you do things and can no longer
see the problems as clearly.

An easy  way  to keep your employees finding opportunities is to make it into a
contest. Have a good time and keep the environment fun, safe, and encouraging. It is
not difficult and the rewards will make it more than worthwhile, for both you and your
staff.



CHAPTER 16
Additional Examples

 

Answer: We spend too much time trying to save every new employee, even if they
have a very small potential to make it.

What was done? A growing organization needed to hire field salespeople to fill new
offices that were being opened at a rapid pace. It took over a year to train and prepare
new people to sell on their own. An additional two or three years was required for
those salespeople to become self-sustaining and profitable. The problem was that
there were many  failures, and the recruiters just considered that to be a cost of doing
business. Then one of the sales coaches asked, “Why  do we keep try ing to save the
underperformers instead of concentrating on the stars?” What a great dumb question.

The first answer was, “We want everyone to succeed. It is only  right that we help
anyone we hired to do well. It is our responsibility ; we hired them.” This answer
begged a second question, “Do we ever make a mistake?” It was not necessary  to wait
for an answer.

The first step was to calculate the cost of failure. No one had ever looked at this. By
doing a bit of historical research, the cost was calculated. The surprise was how the
cost escalated as the time in training and in a field office increased. The historical
records also showed that only  a small handful of the slow performers who received
all of the extra attention had ever succeeded in the firm. It was determined that
postponing the inevitable was costly  and harmful to everyone involved.

At the end of the process, it was decided that “accelerated failure” was the best
avenue for the company. Again, using historical records, a sales curve was plotted that
traced the average increases in accepted metrics (revenue, new customers, number
of sales calls made, etc.) by  month for successful sales reps. New people who did not
stay  within a nominal percentage of the curve were let go after one warning. It may
have seemed harsh, but it helped everyone. The new hire that was not going to make it
moved on to a (hopefully ) better job for them. The company  focused their efforts on
the best reps and reduced the time it took them to become self-supporting, reduced the
number of failures late in the game, cut the cost of training, and increased the
profitability  of the whole firm.



Answer: It does not make sense that we are paying fuel costs when our outside
people purchase gas-guzzlers that cannot be justified by their job or their
responsibilities.

What was done? A company  with an extensive outside sales force was watching
reimbursements for fuel escalate with the run up in oil costs in the early  2000s. The
cost of supporting the staff fuel expenses was becoming a significant drag on profits; it
was not difficult to see how an extra dollar a gallon could really  hurt.

Every  salesperson turned in gas receipts with their “call reports” and was paid for
whatever gas they  used. The sales force favored large SUVs. Then one of the clerks
working on expense reports suggested in an offhand comment, “Why  don’t we
replace all of these SUVs with hybrids?” Another questioner finds a dumb thing that
can be fixed.

The CFO was very  approachable and the clerk, along with her supervisor, asked the
question again. The reaction was one of great interest. The CFO immediately  started
doing a number of calculations. A leasing specialist was called in to provide some cost
analy sis and ultimately  a formal proposal.

Not counting the value they  might get from being able to advertise themselves as
going “green,” they  found that the savings in gas (going from an average of 14 mpg to
about 40 mpg) could just about pay  for the new cars.

Even though the model they  wanted was in demand, an order for fifty  vehicles
carries weight in any  market. Of course, there was grumbling. The salespeople had
been able to ignore the increase in gas prices because the company  just kept pay ing
for whatever they  used.

Now they  were being given much smaller cars to drive and were required to keep
track of nonbusiness mileage (for tax purposes). As a side benefit, the company
gained much more accurate reporting.

In short order, the salespeople found that the cars attracted attention and helped
them sell the fact that they  were interested in the customer’s ability  to save wherever
possible. The grumbling died down and people even enjoyed the new hybrid cars.

Answer: We keep “will call” products on the pick-up shelf for weeks when it is
obvious no one is coming to pick them up.

What was done? “Will call” is a process in many  distribution and wholesale
businesses that allows customers to call and request an item before they  leave their
location. It is supposed to be an easy  way  to make sure that what customers need is in
stock and to eliminate waiting time when they  arrive to pick the items up.

The order is pulled from inventory  and the sales slip is written up. Then it is put on
the “will call” shelf so that when buyers come in, it is very  easy  to give them the
order, get the shipping ticket signed, and send them on their way  back to the plant or



job site as quickly  as possible.
The problem is, many  of those orders are never picked up. The reasons vary. Most

of the time (based on an unscientific sample) the buyer found the same product at a
lower price or a closer location. The first wholesaler called was used to guarantee
availability  and to get a starting price. The buyer could then use these facts to
negotiate for better pricing, but with the knowledge there was a backup that could
always be picked up.

Most of the early  suggestions to fix the situation ran into tears from the sales force.
According to some members of the sales team, charging customers who did not pick
up their will call items would lead to “a mass exodus of some of our best customers.”
Of course, a quick investigation proved that this was incorrect. Most of the “never-
picked-up items” were from the least profitable customers who only  seemed to buy
from the company  as a last resort.

The solution included a couple of new actions. The first, and the easiest, was to
institute an immediate charge on a credit card for each product ordered. Customers
were told their card was being charged and when the product would be ready. Right
away, many  callers changed their minds and said they  would call back. Those who
allowed their cards to be charged almost always came by  to pick up the merchandise.
The number of items left on the shelf dropped to almost zero.

The second new procedure was to make it a published policy  to charge a
“restocking” fee of 20 percent or $5.00, whichever was more, to put an item back on
the shelf and reverse the charge. The problem of abandoned will call items went
away. In a very  few cases, “A” customers were given a pass if they  only  had one or
two unpicked-up will calls in a year. There was no loss of customers, just good
riddance to a lot of wasted time.

Answer: We are afraid to admit that some of our biggest customers are not
profitable.

What was done? In too many  companies, we make the assumption that the customer
with the largest volume is the one we need to protect the most. This is not necessarily
true, but often no one is willing to challenge the status quo.

Most companies do not measure (or know how to measure) the value of a
customer; therefore, they  cannot know which ones are the best or the worst. In this
instance, we started by  obtaining agreement on a simple statement: “A good customer
is one we make a profit on.”

Next, we had to decide how to measure profitability. This proved to be more
difficult than it should have been. In the end, we decided to calculate a customer’s
contribution to gross profit. The company ’s sales force agreed to take the total sales
dollars and subtract all discounts; charges for all outstanding receivables over fifteen
days (using current interest rates); the cost for each order (a charge for opening an



order and then for each line item after the first); uncollected delivery  charges;
salespeople’s commissions; and the cost for special services (including training,
returns, engineering support, etc.).

The first reports that were produced caused a great deal of terror. The sales force
was sure the numbers were wrong because they  showed that some of the accounts
that were always celebrated due to their size were actually  unprofitable.

The company  launched a new program to increase profitability  on all accounts.
The idea was to start charging for special services first. This would be easy  to monitor
and if any  customer did not like it, they  could always obtain those services elsewhere.

The sales force felt they  were stuck in the middle. The easy  life was officially  over.
Those who had rested on their laurels were suddenly  forced to get out and really  sell.
They  had to get their customers behind the change or risk losing a great deal of
income. It was not easy, but the changes were made.

Very  quickly, some customers were “fired.” If the customer thought they  deserved
free services, even as an unprofitable account, they  were encouraged to “find
someone else to put out of business.” In many  cases, the customer backed down and
accepted the new charges. (We think they  tried to shop for the same deal elsewhere
and could not get it.)

When customers did leave, about 30 percent eventually  came back. The rest were
better off buy ing elsewhere, for everyone concerned—except the new distributor,
who was now losing money  on that customer even if they  did not know it.

It was not easy  to make the new changes stick. It took a great deal of discipline on
the part of sales management. Over time, the new rules had the desired effect.
Customer profitability  increased and ranking became important. True “A” customers
got special services, but they  were earned rather than given away.

Before leaving this topic, many  of the companies we consult have taken the process
one step further. They  use the same type of criteria to measure all of their suppliers
and business partners (banks, insurance agents, etc.). It is amazing what you can learn
by  putting metrics against any  group to understand who is best and worst for your
operation. The next story  is a great example.

Answer: Now that we have created all of these great metrics, we keep them
secret. For some reason, we treat the salespeople’s results as if they were
confidential payroll reports, and in a way, they are.

What was done? This issue was a conflict between a seemingly  “dumb” thing and a
requirement for privacy  about what a person was earning. Upon reflection, it became
easy  to understand that it was reasonable to publish contribution to gross margin prior
to pay ing sales commissions. It was also appropriate to implement a number of other
measures that could aid in managing a sales force, such as monitoring the number of
new customers and the increases in sales and margin contribution from existing



customers.
Once the management team was able to gain insight into all of the comparisons, a

number of clear patterns emerged. These were critical in controlling what was being
sold and for what amounts.

Further, it was decided that competition within the organization would be healthy.
This meant that the “pick, pack, ship” teams would be compared on the number of
errors tracked back to their group and all results would be displayed publicly. But
ultimately, publishing the sales results was what caused the greatest upheaval.

Using the concept originated by  Mike Marks at Indian River Consulting, each week
the company  would list the Champs of the Camp and the Chumps of the Dump.
Salespeople at the bottom were on notice to get better or get out. It was not really  that
harsh, but the message was clear. You would not survive long if you were always at
the bottom of the list.

It did take a while to make sure everyone was being measured in a fair way.
Adjustments were made for time on the job, product lines, government regulation,
and so on. Still, it became pretty  obvious who was working and who was coasting.

The turnaround in attitude was quick. The changes in strategy, sharing of
information, and results showed up quickly  on the top and bottom lines. The friendly
competition worked, and another dumb thing proved to be worth its weight in gold.

Answer: Often, when we send out a page to field service or salespeople, when they
finally call in no one knows who sent the page or for what reason.

What was done? For younger employees reading this case, there was a time, not too
long ago, when sophisticated companies gave their field people pagers. When you
wanted someone, you would send a signal that would cause a device on that person’s
belt to ring or buzz. Then the person could look at a short display  of up to ten numbers.
Mostly  it displayed the phone number to call for information. Other people used the
display  for sending messages. For example, a 911 meant there was an emergency
and to call immediately. A 411 signaled an information request and to call back when
convenient. It was a very  advanced way  to get great value from a simple device.
(Please note this example happened in ancient history—back in the early  days of
voice mail. Even though it may  seem quaint today, ask yourself if you would have
taken a chance and suggested the following solution. Then ask yourself what is
happening today  that could give you the same opportunity  for improving operations.)

At this company, the owner thought the pager question was a good one. He had
been considering adding a new voice mail sy stem, and thought this question could be
the justification he was looking for. Instead of having to look for the right person, each
field person would be assigned a voice mailbox. Now, when people needed to
communicate, they  could just leave a voice mail with all of the details. Then they
would send out a standard page. Upon receipt, the field people would call their



assigned voice mailboxes when they  were able and retrieve the messages.
This sy stem eliminated all of the wasted time associated with the original process. It

improved communications. It improved customer service. All in all, the rewards
completely  justified the voice mail sy stem.

Even better, the company  started to brainstorm how to get additional value from
voice mail. Back in those days, we still had secretaries who transcribed dictation tapes.
To speed up the process, all salespeople were given a voice mailbox for their assigned
secretary. After a sales call, they  could call in all of their notes and dictate thank-you
messages and other memos from the road.

Field salespeople became much more efficient. Their evenings at hotels would start
with a phone call to the voice mail. By  the time they  returned to the office, letters,
memos, and other instructions were waiting for signature. It saved at least one day
and spread out the secretarial work.

A separate company  even started to use voice mail for field service people to call
in their time and parts used on each service call. This reduced errors and allowed
invoices to be prepared while the service people were on the way  to another call
(instead of hoping they  would turn in all of the paperwork the next time they  came
into the office), and it was readable.

Some of these ideas may  seem quaint, but they  were breakthroughs when
implemented. Use this process as an opportunity  to find dumb or hard things that can
be fixed by  using some new or even existing capability  in your company.

Answer: We cannot complete the printing of reports in our normal two shifts.

What was done? This example happened many  years ago, but the lessons are still
meaningful. The company  requested options for developing their hardware to keep up
with ever-expanding needs. The easy  response was to cure the symptom; the right
thing to do was to find the underly ing problem.

The company  was already  running two full shifts to complete printing, collating,
and distribution of all the computer reports—especially  at month end. The easy
answer was to purchase additional hardware and add capacity  to produce more
printing. One alternative they  were ready  to consider was to purchase an additional
high-speed printer (this was before the broad availability  of laser printers), and they
needed to compare this to the possibility  of adding a third shift for one week a month.

As the team analyzed the situation, it quickly  became clear that they  were printing
enough reports to keep every  employee in the company  reading all month long
without doing any  “real” work. The correct first question had to be, “Do we really
need all of these reports?”

With the permission of company  leadership, at the end of the month only  the most
critical general ledger, pay roll, and government-required reports were printed. Then,
when people called to ask where their reports were, we told them the computer was



down and it might be a week before we caught up.
If report recipients did not ask a second time, their report (or copy  of a report) was

discontinued. If they  did call a second time, they  were invited to a meeting where
they  were asked to justify  why  they  got the report and explain exactly  what they  did
with it. A large number answered that they  just received the report and rarely  used it.
It was simply  “part of the process” and they  carefully  filed them every  period and
then threw out the collected stack at the end of the year.

Others used the reports infrequently  or were just nosey  and wanted to know what
was going on. Some copies were used to check on what others were doing, although
they  rarely  found any thing wrong that had to be corrected. In each case, the report
copies were eliminated.

Of the remaining reports, the users were able to consolidate many  separate printed
reports into a smaller number by  combining information and revising the output
formats. By  the time the process was completed, over half of all reports were
eliminated. Instead of any  new hardware or employees, the printing operation was
reduced to a single shift, the amount of paper was drastically  reduced, and dozens of
file cabinets were eliminated.

Even though many  reports are produced online today, we still need to be careful
about what is being distributed. If people get reports, they  may  feel a need to review
them. Unless there is a specific purpose, this is a waste of time. Too much information
or the same information in too many  formats can create confusion instead of clarity.
Take the time during any  process review to eliminate what you do not need.

Answer: We allow customers to take discounts they have not earned. Then, we have
to do a tremendous amount of extra work to issue credit and debit memos, update
records, and balance the accounts.

What was done? The common response from management when asked why  they
allow this to happen is always, “Everyone else does it. It is part of the competitive
landscape. If we enforce the limits on discounts, we will lose our best customers. Any
time someone pays extra, we just consider it a gift.”

This is the wrong way  to look at the situation. Most companies offer a discount of 1
or 2 percent for a payment received within ten to thirty  days. Yet many  customers
take the discount and do not pay  for forty -five to ninety  days. Sometimes, to make
themselves feel good, they  actually  write the check on the correct date (or at least
date it that way ) and do not mail it for a week or longer.

Abe WalkingBear Sanchez, one of the leading authorities on dealing with credit
issues, sees this all the time. His suggestion is easy. Instead of allowing the customer to
control the transaction, take control back. Change the rules. Indicate that payments
received within the specified time frame will earn a credit that will be deducted from
the next invoice.



That insures more business and on-time payments.
What do you do with the “A” customer who balks? My  suggestion is that you tell

them the 2 percent (or whatever number you want to use) has already  been deducted.
That saves everyone the extra effort and you will still be paid in the same number of
days.

Answer: We are always breaking case quantities. We receive widgets (pick any
product) in boxes of twelve each. There are a few customers who always want ten.
The cost to open, count, repack, and then lose the remaining two has begun to
exceed whatever we make on the sale.

What was done? In this situation, here is a good rule to follow: the cost of breaking a
pack exceeds any  profit on what you sold at the regular price unless you increase the
cost. What does it cost to have a warehouse person open up the standard pack, count
out the number of items requested, pack them in a new box/bag/package, add a
barcode (so it can be priced and inventory  updated), and then repack the remaining
items?

Unless you increase the cost for buy ing less than a standard pack, you are almost
guaranteed to lose money. If you feel you cannot raise the price (which is normally  a
wrong assumption), talk to the customer. Explain that the product is packed by  the
dozen. Then offer to sell them the dozen at the ten price. It will save you money.

A better solution, however, is to charge extra for breaking packs. That way, the cost
for each item in quantities of ten (or five or six) is greater than the cost for twelve. It
will convince many  customers to switch.

If this is a major issue with many  customers, call the supplier and see if they  would
be willing to change the pack size to ten. They  may  be willing and able to make the
change for a small incremental cost. If the supplier will not do it, you may  be able to
get a sheltered workshop or idle employees to do it upon receipt of the product. By
setting it up as a production process, it will cost less, take less time, be less disruptive,
reduce the lost stock, and potentially  add an extra pack to sell for every  five orders
(using the two leftovers that are normally  lost).

Answer: We keep providing emergency services to customers who only call us in
emergency situations—and expect our best pricing on top of it.

What was done? Sales thought the emergency  service was a competitive necessity. If
the company  stopped offering it, customers would go elsewhere. However, as we
looked into the situation, we did find that a number of special requests came from
companies that were not regular or “A” customers. In these cases, the salespeople
believed that this offer represented an opportunity  to get their business.

The reality  was that the non-customers who only  used the company  in an



emergency  were never going to change their primary  purchasing behavior. All the
company  was doing was saving their normal supplier from servicing them.

In the case of the average customers, they  assigned zero value to the service
because that is what the company  told them it was worth. An emergency  service that
is not invoiced has no intrinsic value. If the cost is zero, the value is zero. Even the best
customers did not appreciate the cost of the emergency  response, especially  outside
of normal business hours.

First, the company  had to accurately  determine the cost of these emergency
services. If the company  could not put a value on it, how could they  expect customers
to? By  study ing the number of emergency  calls and the cost to open the warehouse or
to send a special delivery  truck for each incident, the company  discovered new
options. If opening the warehouse in the middle of the night to keep a plant operating
costs you $300, then it is reasonable to cover your costs and make a profit by  charging
$450 for the service.

Next it became important to know who the company ’s best customers were. They
needed to be able to segment customers into groups that would allow them to offer
different service levels at different costs to different customers.

As a result, the following changes were implemented. First, any  time customers
requested special services, salespeople notified them of the cost of those services. For
“A” customers who rarely  took advantage of the special emergency  efforts (only
once every  couple of years), the invoice showed the emergency  service charge, but
right below it showed a “best customer discount” of an equal amount that waived the
charge for the first occurrence of the year. The end result gave the service to good
customers at no charge—establishing a value for the service while letting the
customers know they  were important.

For all other customers and prospects, they  told them in advance what their policy
was so that when a “B,” “C,” or even “D” customer (or prospect) called in an
emergency, there was no surprise when they  got the invoice. For “emergency  only”
customers, the extra charges made it worthwhile to service their special needs. Those
customers were still buy ing most of their supplies from someone else (or they  would
be an “A” customer), but at least the company  made a profit on their occasional
business.

This concept had the unexpected result of reducing the number of emergencies. It
turned out that many  of the calls were not really  emergencies after all, but since there
was no cost associated with the special handling, certain customers had just been
taking advantage of the company.

Second, now that there was a cost associated with the services, it was easier to
evaluate the profitability  of each customer. If customers used too many  special
services without charge, it could lower their standing in the internal ratings. This had
the effect of reducing the number of specials they  received. By  arming the
salespeople with this knowledge, the customers began to understand the value and



better manage their own people to stay  in the company ’s “A” category.
When everyone knows your policy, those who need special services will gladly  pay

the fee. You will then be rewarded for providing a service your competitor is unable
to offer. Additionally, every  time a customer uses the service, sales should call on that
person. In every  case, sales should explain how the company  takes care of its “A”
customers by  letting them know about other services and support the company  can
provide. In the long run, the company  may  even gain new “A” customers once they
understand the value of an “A” relationship.

Answer: We rebuild pumps for field equipment. Over time, we have learned that
after three rebuilds, the fourth one has a much shorter life expectancy and
probably should not be done. We do not have a good system for tracking the number
of times a pump has been rebuilt and often waste time and money and create field
service problems by rebuilding and selling a pump the fourth time.

What was done? This company  wanted us to build an automated sy stem to track the
pumps and the number of times they  were rebuilt. Each pump had a serial number, so
the program should have been easy.

The underly ing problem was that serial numbers may  get worn or broken off
during use and are often impossible to read. Furthermore, the tracking cards in the
repair room always seemed to be covered in grease and were usually  difficult to
read.

Adding to the problem, the repair guys were not good at filing, so the old manual
cards were almost always lost, misfiled, and impossible to find. There was no reason
to expect they  would be any  better at entering data in a computer sy stem. Plus,
whenever there was a problem in the field, they  would say, “We just work heads
down. We do not have time to try  to find the old record to see how many  times a
pump was rebuilt.”

As consultants, we did not believe that designing a new application was the answer.
The problem was thrown out to the group of repair people. After a few seconds of
thinking, they  came up with an answer that was so easy, management was blown
away. “Why  couldn’t we think of that?” was all they  could say.

The crew suggested that the company  go out and buy  three cans of spray  paint—
green, orange/yellow, and red. When a pump comes in to be rebuilt the first time,
they  simply  clean the top cover (which they  do anyway) and spray  it green. When a
green-topped pump comes in, after the rebuild is complete, they  paint it the “ugly
yellow.” When it shows up a third time, they  paint the pump red.

When a red-top pump comes in, the team scavenges certain parts from it (when
they  have time) that can be reused and toss the rest out. There is almost no time spent
tracking the pumps. Now the biggest issue is making sure that there is always a spare
can of each color of paint. That is easy.



The company  got rid of the tracking cards and the filing sy stem that never worked.
Now it is also easier to know when new pumps need to be ordered. Pump life is not a
secret. After a red pump goes into the field, the repair guys can tell you almost to the
day  when it will come back and need to be replaced.

The field guys like the new system because there are fewer problems with short-
lived pumps. It is almost impossible to accidentally  put very  old pumps back in
operation. Everyone came out ahead. And it was so simple.

Answer: The inventory levels in the computer are often wrong and therefore not
trusted. Whenever there is an order for a product that shows the inventory level is
equal to or very close to the ordered amount, we have to get up and walk into the
warehouse to make sure the count is accurate. Popular items are often off by one
or two, and that destroys our ability to promise and deliver an order. In some cases,
when there is just enough product to fill an order, our inside order-entry people
will actually pull product off the shelf to hold for a customer order they are
working on so it will be there when they finish with the write-up.

What was done? As you may  have guessed, our first step was to do a diagnostic to
find out why  the counts were inaccurate. One cause of the problem was traced to the
sales staff going into the warehouse. As a warehouse manager described it, “They
drive us crazy. Salespeople come into the warehouse because they  want a sample to
take to a customer. They  refuse to fill out the paperwork to take the item out of stock.
The standard excuse is, ‘It takes too long and I don’t have time to stand around when I
can be out making sales.’ Then they  complain because the stock levels are wrong.”

The first easy  fix was to set up a simple sy stem in which each salesperson’s car or
truck was considered a warehouse. Then, a very  easy  warehouse transfer was done
using bar codes and a special ID for each salesperson. They  could take any  item, and
the barcode was read as they  left the warehouse along with their ID. (If a company
does not have employee badges, they  can post the salespeople with their names and
barcodes on a sheet that is easily  scanned.)

At the end of every  period, the sales team was responsible for justify ing why  they
didn’t have the inventory  anymore. The warehouse kept more accurate counts (so
you could believe the sy stem when it said there were four of an item) and there was
actually  good tracking of all usage.

We found that an additional problem was inaccurate counting when the product was
put away, picked, or moved. In this situation, “cycle counting” can be very  effective.
The computer can determine which items have the most accuracy  problems.
Following is a process your company  can follow if you are facing a similar issue.

Every  time an item is picked (or, if it is a high-volume item, only  when the amount
on the shelf is getting close to the average order quantity ), the sy stem requests pickers



to count the number of items left on the shelf after pulling their order. This amount is
entered into the handheld device that is used to direct the picking.

If the amount entered does not match the sy stem count, a supervisor is notified and
immediately  checks the shelf. In cases where the picker miscounted, the number is
corrected and the sy stem is known to be in balance. When the count is verified to be
incorrect, the new amount is entered and a flag is raised on the item in question.

Items with problematic counts will be counted more frequently  to attempt to
discover when and why  they  go out of balance. In some cases, cameras may  need to
be installed to watch for stealing. Usually, once the word gets out in the company  that
the inventory  is being watched closely, theft goes down and internal accuracy
increases.

When an item is accurate for a specific amount of time, it goes off the watch list.
By  reporting the corrections and publicizing that the inventory  is accurate, many  of
the problems will just go away.

Answer: Meetings always last forever. No matter what has to be done, we always
use all the time allotted.

What was done? Over time, this company  became so meeting oriented that all
meetings took the maximum amount of time. There was always something else to
discuss if the work on the agenda got done early. It was dumb to waste the time of
people in the room who were not needed for the extended conversation.

First, as an experiment, the company  agreed to change the scheduling. To begin
with, all meetings were now set to start at an odd number of minutes before or after
the hour.

The starting time was also moved as close as possible to the next half hour. This was
important because most people scheduled other activities to start on the half hour. The
simple changing of the start time to “eleven minutes after 10:00” meant that anyone
needing to attend a 10:30 meeting had to be out the door by  twenty -five minutes after
the hour.

Now the maximum time for the meeting was fourteen minutes. The old half-hour
meeting was dead. With that kind of time pressure, people stayed focused to get their
part done so they  could get out.

Second, people were allowed to leave meetings any time they  did not think they
were contributing or getting value from being there. This was a major cultural change
and upset some managers who were hurt when attendees left “their” meetings early.

These new rules had many  beneficial effects. To begin with, more meetings were
started on time with the complete team present. Maybe it was the odd time—people
talked about the “weird times” and seemed to be more interested in arriving in a
timely  fashion.

Next, by  starting at an odd number of minutes after the hour (like 10:11 instead of



10:00), the meetings were still finished by  10:25 so the attendees could make their
10:30 meetings (old habits are hard to change), even though those meetings were now
probably  set for 10:37. In this case, sixteen minutes were saved. Over the course of a
month, the number of man-hours recovered was in the hundreds. This became a great
example of how to improve operations without any  decrement in value produced.

The staff even felt empowered to turn down meeting requests. It took a while for
the managers and supervisors to accept the fact that not everyone wanted to attend
their meetings to listen to what they  had accomplished (that was one of the
descriptions of stupid things we accumulated during this project).

Reducing the number of people in meetings, the length of the meetings, and
eliminating some meetings completely  had a major positive effect on the operations
of the company.

Answer: We always have to waste time listening to people read reports bragging
about what they accomplished last week.

What was done? This was another meeting-related “dumb” thing. Management
thought it was valuable to make sure everyone on a project team knew what was
going on. By  meeting once a week and allowing everyone to describe what they  were
working on, they  thought the team would be more cohesive and have a better
understanding of where they  stood on the overall project. An added benefit was that
the team members could help one another wherever there were problems.

The staff thought most people did not pay  any  attention to one another’s reports. If
you looked closely, everyone in the room—other than the specific person presenting
and maybe the project manager—were busy  e-mailing and surfing the web on their
handheld devices. They  all thought they  could accomplish more back at their desks.

The solution was to change the format of the meetings. Understanding the desired
result from management, we instituted a requirement that all progress reports (which
were already  being created) be distributed to all meeting attendees at least four hours
in advance of the meeting. It would be their responsibility  to review the progress
reports prior to the start of the meeting.

At the meeting, the first agenda item was to ask if there were any  questions on any
of the reports. If the answer was no (as was the case at most meetings), then the
meeting went on to the second agenda item.

The second item was to ask if any  of the attendees who had run into problems or
who saw a problem on the horizon wanted to discuss the issue as a group. This
provided a forum to assist individuals with the intelligence of the team on an as-
needed basis.

The end result was that a meeting that normally  lasted over an hour now lasted less
than ten minutes on average. The time was still on the calendar and committed to if
needed. However, it was used less than once or twice a quarter.



We also found that most issues with the progress reports were resolved prior to the
big meeting through one-on-one meetings or conversations. The extra hours returned
to the team became valuable time they  were able to use for communicating with one
another.

Over the course of a year, over 1,800 man-hours were saved. That is almost one
full year for a single employee. That is a lot of wasted time that was recovered
because someone was willing to identify  a stupid thing.

Answer: We allow the salespeople to enter special purchase orders to suppliers,
eliminating all control over what is put in inventory. We miss out on price breaks or
free shipping when we could have accumulated the special order with one that was
being submitted on the same day.

What was done? The sales department stated that the special order customers were
always on short fuses, and that salespeople did not have time to wait for a larger order
if they  were to satisfy  the customers. As long as they  were making their gross margin
contributions, no one should worry  about what they  were doing or how they
accomplished the goal of satisfy ing the customers.

The reality  was not that simple. Salespeople were never charged back for product a
customer did not pick up, or for a contract that fell through. The cost of excess
inventory  was never measured.

Plus, a few customer interviews proved that many  “rush” orders were initiated by
the sales force and never requested by  the customer. When the customer insisted on a
special order, it was usually  because he or she had experienced multiple late
shipments that the salesperson blamed (rightly  or wrongly ) on purchasing.

The simple answer was that salespeople could order any thing they  needed, but any
inventory  that was not sold at or above minimum margins was charged against the
salesperson’s commission. In addition, inventory  that was not picked up by  the
customer was returned to the supplier and the salesperson’s total commission (not just
for that order) was reduced by  any  restocking charges plus inbound and outbound
freight.

It may  seem like a harsh rule, but it stopped almost all abuses. At least one
salesperson quit/was fired over the new policy. In this case, a special purchase was
pushed through at the last minute to impact an end-of-the-year bonus. The new
process caught the order and highlighted it for examination. When the company ’s
owner called the customer to ask about the order, he found that the customer had not
issued a firm purchase request and probably  would not need the product for three to
six months at the earliest. The owner’s reaction against the salesperson was swift and
without appeal.

The message to the rest of the sales force was very  clear. The salesperson that was
fired was not a top performer, but the firing established the fact that top management



was serious, and this changed attitudes overnight.
The fix was simple, it was measurable, and it was easily  administered. In other

words, it worked.

Answer: Whenever purchasing is able to negotiate a special deal, the sales force
always gives it away to the customers. Why can’t we make extra money?

What was done? Salespeople believe that most customers buy  based on price or the
knowledge that we are giving them the lowest price available. Many  think that if a
special deal is negotiated for a “buy,” then the extra margin should be given to the
customer so they  will keep buy ing.

Studies have disproved this time and time again. So this company  decided that
purchasing could set up a special account where the value of special purchasing
discounts would be placed. That way  the accounting was always correct, but the
salespeople would see the normal cost on their screens and not a special discounted
cost.

The result of this simple change was a larger than expected increase in profits. The
salespeople were no longer able to give away  the extra margin, and it stayed in the
company. As a reward, purchasing was given an end-of-the-year bonus based on the
extra dollars of profit they  contributed. This encouraged them to work harder and
added many  more dollars to the bottom line.
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The best way  to establish a culture of improvement is to follow three simple
principles:

• KISS is not stupid.
• It is okay  to be wrong.
• If it does not add value, do not do it.

 
These represent many  years of field experience. In every  case, the principles have

been published as articles and taught at conferences around the country. They  are
now used in college courses and mentoring.

While these principles may  seem to be common sense, they  are not always
followed. Take the time to share them with your teams. Each will help you do a better
job implementing changes based on the questions you ask and the answers you get.



CHAPTER 17
KISS Is Not Stupid

 

There is an old expression that is often used to direct us when we are looking for
answers to complex problems. It is called the KISS principle. Many  people believe
that KISS stands for Keep It Simple, Stupid. To me, people are our most important
asset. We are not stupid by  nature, and I, for one, resent the implication.

I will admit that some of us do act stupid from time to time. And every  one of us
can admit to doing something stupid every  once in a while. Feeling stupid is a
common occurrence. Sometimes we bring it on ourselves. Other times, it sneaks up on
us. All in all, it happens more than we might like. However, most of the time we keep
it quiet and certainly  do not brag about it.

More important, no one likes to have stupidity  pointed out, especially  in front of
others. Foolishness is a private thing.

Any  successful team effort starts with respect and mutual goals. The KISS principle
is a great way  to work together to solve problems. So let us all agree—KISS stands for
Keep It Short and Simple.

Encourage brevity. Don’t accept shortcuts that reduce quality ; instead, strive for
effective action that allows you to progress toward goals as quickly  as possible with
few wasted steps. This is as important in developing sy stems and procedures as it is in
the sy stems and procedures themselves.

Eliminate complexity. We are no longer try ing to get better grades by  padding the
number of double-spaced typewritten pages we turn in (with extra-wide margins so
that we use up more space). The weight of a proposal in response to an RFP is not a
valid measure of quality. Looking busy  is less important than getting it done right.

We have all seen instances of overly  complex processes in the business world.
Many  of the answers that were provided to the two questions are perfect examples.
How much extra effort do we expend in order to band-aid a situation that no longer
exists? How many  complex sy stems are designed when using three cans of spray
paint can substitute (see the example on pages 94–95)?

Accuracy  that cannot be assured with simple measures often gets out of control
with complex sy stems. Adding work to make sure something is done according to the
rules (even if outdated) is always much more expensive than setting up methods so
that it is done right the first time. Every  extra step and every  wasted motion adds cost,
potential for more errors, reduces morale, and is an additional chance to alienate a



good customer.
This leads us to a simple corollary  to the KISS principle—make it easy  to be right.

While working with a client in the ’90s, we were looking for way s to improve the
company’s procedures. In review, we found a process that was much more complex
than seemed reasonable.

It turned out that years before, one of the top executives got upset by  a mistake that
was made. He wanted to make sure it never happened again. Management wrote
procedures to add new validation checks. These were created to make sure that, if the
situation ever happened again, the error would be caught and corrected. Never again
would the mistake be allowed to get out of the office where it could embarrass the
executive in charge.

While reviewing this potential area of improvement, one of the young employees
made one of those comments you never forget. Very  simply, he asked, “Why  do we
always make it hard to be wrong instead of easy  to be right?”

What a wonderful statement. I have never forgotten it. (Although, I must admit to
forgetting the young man’s name—so if you are the one who asked this question,
please contact me so I can provide proper credit.)

The bottom line is we are always try ing to ensure that nothing can go wrong. Well,
it can—and it will. The cost to try  to prevent every  error from occurring is
significantly  more that the cost of such an error to the operation.

If you are not convinced, try  this simple exercise: Take the potential error and
calculate the cost of the worst thing that could happen. Then estimate how many  times
per year this outcome might occur.

Next, look at the process you have created to minimize the occurrence of the
problem. Consider all of the costs associated with this process—time, delay  in
processing, customer aggravation, lost business, and so on. Now estimate the total
number of transactions you apply  the process to in a year and multiply  the two
numbers to get an annual cost.

Subtract the cost of the errors occurring from the total cost of try ing to prevent
them and decide if you are wasting your time. So often we find companies spending
tens of thousands of dollars to save hundreds. More important, when examined
closely, the number of times the feared error has been caught in the last year (or five
years) is often far fewer than the estimated number of occurrences. Frequently, that
number is zero.

There is no need to protect yourself from imagined problems that have little effect
on the results you are try ing to achieve. Look for simplicity  and you will be rewarded.

My  final advice is to simplify  every thing. Even plans. Do not try  to do too much at
once. The more difficult the assignment, the less likely  it is to be accomplished. Break
down tasks into bite-sized chunks. I normally  suggest that most people try  to take on
tasks of one week or less in duration. That is a time frame you can get your arms
around.



It is similar to the Boy  Scout method. (I am sure it is the same for Girl Scouts; it is
just that I had two boys). We could not give a young child an Eagle Project at age ten.
That would guarantee failure and would not build the experience and character the
Scouts focus on. The boy s started with Skill Awards—something they  could do with a
parent, at home, in a limited amount of time. It was relatively  easy. It taught them
they  could succeed. It set them up to do bigger and better projects later.

Then we moved them to Merit Badges. These were a bit more difficult. They  took
more than one evening and required a review by  a troop leader. It pushed the Scout
out of his comfort zone and offered more lessons about how easy  it is to succeed.

Next were rank advancements. These required planning for combinations of Skill
Awards, Merit Badges, and reviews by  adults and peers in the troop. Scouts learned
more lessons at more difficult levels and saw more successes.

Finally, they  were ready  for an Eagle Project, which required planning, organizing
other boys, getting approvals, executing, and then writing up what was done. The final
presentation was to a board of unknown leaders—no friendly  faces. This was much
tougher, involving more lessons and a major undertaking, but led to a major success.

A young Scout could not have done it. It is no different in business. You cannot
succeed at doing an Eagle Project your first time. You need to practice. You need to
build skills. You need to build confidence. Then you are ready  and able to do a project
of any  size.

Take the time. Learn to do it right. Then get it done. Keep it simple for yourself and
everyone on your team. Breaking down the project into weekly  segments not only
makes it easier for the people responsible for each task, it also makes the project
easier to manage.

So make yourself a promise. Simplify  every thing that you have to do. Break down
the tasks that are required. Ask yourself, “What would happen if I did not have to do
this step?” Try  the process without it. Test things. You will be surprised how much can
be accomplished by  shortening and simplify ing. KISS works, just keep it positive and
give it a chance.



CHAPTER 18
It Is O kay to Be Wrong

 

You need a safe environment if the two questions are going to work. This problem
comes from being taught from a very  y oung age that it is bad to be wrong. If people
are afraid they  will be punished for coming up with a bad idea or one that does not
work, they  will keep quiet. All of their intelligence and ideas will remain hidden. In
over forty  years of working, I have learned that the only  people who do not make
mistakes are those who do not try  any thing.

Historically, many  of the greatest accomplishments have come from making
mistakes—and then correcting them when necessary. There are famous stories about
Post-it notes (a glue that did not stick), or the “C” grade given to Fred Smith when he
described the business outline for Federal Express in a paper at Yale University.
Business lore is filled with stories of initial failure followed by  tremendous success. All
of us share at least a few similar stories of things that did not go well the first time but
that led to bigger and better things.

Consider your first time on a two-wheeled bicycle. Unless you were very  unusual,
you fell. You fell repeatedly. Each fall taught you something. The first few falls were
necessary  to learn the simple process of keeping your balance. Then your falls helped
you learn how to take turns faster and how to handle special situations, like loose
stones.

Without a fall, you would have never learned to ride. It is the same in business. You
need to try. You need to make mistakes—and then learn from them.

Most of us learned to fear being wrong in grade school. Think back to an early
classroom experience. Can you remember an instance where the teacher asked the
class a question?

Some student took a chance and raised his or her hand. Then the person gave a
wrong answer. Did the teacher congratulate the student for try ing?

Probably  not. The teacher put his hands on his hips and asked (in a disgusted voice),
“Is anyone in the room smart enough to know the right answer?”

After that, who would take a chance? And this did not happen only  once. After a
while, y ou would only  answer a question if you were absolutely  sure of its answer.

Unfortunately, this led us to think we would be better off taking no chances, taking no
risks, and being right or being quiet.

In his book The End of Education, Neil Postman puts the point this way : “All



children enter school as question marks and leave as periods.” We actually  are beating
the creativity  out of them.

The only  way  to correct the situation is to create a new and safe environment. We
need to convince our people that it is okay  to try. We need to let everyone know that
we understand that there is no right or wrong answer when our goal is to brainstorm
new answers to old questions.

We will not use every thing that is suggested. Some ideas may  even elicit laughter,
but that is a good sign. It means people are comfortable try ing new thoughts. They  are
not afraid to be wrong. They  are willing to stick their necks out and see what comes
from a new way  of looking at a problem.

This will not be easy. It has to come from the top and filter down through every
level of management. There can be no exceptions. It will take time, but it can be
accomplished.

Do not blame lack of participation on culture. Culture is not an excuse for doing
things poorly. Culture is the glue that holds a team together. Do not confuse closed-
minded adherence to “the way  we have always done it” with corporate culture. The
first is a big negative; the second should be a big positive.

The staff in most companies know how the sy stems operate. They  are aware of the
bottlenecks. They  know where the confusion occurs. But they  are afraid to say
any thing. What if they  are wrong? What if someone else tried to fix something and
failed? Why  should they  take a risk? Usually  there are no rewards. There are only
(perceived) downsides.

Top managers and the owners of organizations must convince the staff that it is not
only  safe, but it is part of their duty  to find and improve any  process that is inefficient
or ineffective. Everyone should be encouraged to help improve operations.

Every  executive is frequently  offered the opportunity  to receive tens of thousands
of dollars of free consulting. The problem is their egos often get in the way  of taking
advantage of it. If you are willing to have an open mind and admit that you have been
wrong, here is an easy  way  to gain great insights.

Every  time you hire new employees, ask them to visit with you every  afternoon
during the first two weeks of their employment. Simply  ask them the two questions.
Encourage them to compare what they  see your operation doing with how they  did
things at their previous jobs.

There are not many  people who get invited into the boss’s office to tell him or her
what dumb things management is doing, so make sure you make them feel safe. This
will encourage good feedback. Take every  suggestion, idea, or thought and react
positively. Follow up. Let them know how much you appreciate the input. Then do
something with it.

It is just as important to let them know what you have done. Tell them how you are
going to change or that you have done some research, and explain to them the reason
for the decision you are making. Every  time, thank them and encourage them to



come back again and again.
After two weeks, they  will be part of the problem. They  will have learned how you

do things. They  will no longer be able to see as clearly  as they  did when they  first
arrived. Still, keep the door open for them to visit with you any  time they  have a
thought or question. It is the best input you can get—and you are already  pay ing for it.

So, how do you create a safe environment?
A number of companies have set up an innovation department. The person in

charge is responsible for encouraging and developing ideas within the organization.
They  become the safe set of ears. They  run interference. It is their responsibility  to
make sure that any  negatives accrue only  to themselves. At the same time, all
positives are reflected back to the person who originated the idea.

Over time, it becomes easier. The staff become comfortable. They  relax and are
more willing to try  bringing up new ideas. The number of ideas and their quality  will
keep improving. Just make sure it is safe and keep the feedback positive.

The head of innovation can also be the facilitator for the ideation meetings where
the two questions are asked. They  become the face of the corporation and trusted
partners.

If this leader is uncomfortable or placed in situations where there is a great deal of
negative history  to overcome, then an outsider can help people to open up. To build
trust, establishing the appropriate ground rules is very  important. They  may  include
(and this is a shame) that the boss cannot attend the meeting. As the process proves to
be trustworthy  (no one gets fired or otherwise penalized for coming up with ideas or
suggestions that change something the boss has always done or that he or she
designed), the boss may  be allowed to attend the next meeting.

In addition to generating great ideas, these meetings will allow management at all
levels to learn more about how their staff operates. With observation, they  will gain
new insights into how things work. The natural leaders will be obvious. Future
promotions can be one of the rewards for active participation.

In the meetings, the facilitator’s job is to encourage people to share their ideas. He
or she has to help everyone understand that ideas are not owned; rather, they  are
contributed and everyone helps make them better. It is amazing what power that has.
Together, your staff will find ways to improve the operation that no individual will
ever be able to find alone.



CHAPTER 19
If It Does Not Add Value,

Do Not Do It

 

The last principle builds upon the first two. It may  seem to be another one of those
overly  simplistic rules, but it works and saves much time and effort.

Every  operation should have one question asked of it: “Does this operation (step,
procedure, expense, effort, etc.) add value to our ultimate customer?” If the answer is
no, then do not do it!

There are many  situations where you have to carefully  weigh nuances, but most of
the time, the answer will be unambiguous. Accounts receivable adds value because
without it, the company  will not be able to generate the cash flow necessary  to stay  in
business.

One company  had a process where a copy  of all expense reports went to a top
manager. When questioned, it turned out this procedure had been initiated y ears
before to make sure no one was cheating the company  (actually, one person in
particular). No expenses had ever been refused, no expenses had ever been
questioned, and no expenses had ever been audited.

Since there was no action being taken, there was no value being added. There was
no reason to keep creating, printing, distributing, and then shredding the reports. They
did nothing for the end customer.

Over the years, there have been a few “gray” situations. Resolving these types of
issues are what top management gets paid for. Consider the example of a “services”
department within a company. They  were being overwhelmed with work. In order to
establish some control, a “chargeback” sy stem was put in place. Now, every
department had to spend real budget dollars to get services. This new sy stem quickly
reduced the service department’s backlog of work.

The amount of work was reduced to the point that the service department was going
to be downsized. This fear caused the department to launch a sales effort to the rest of
the company  to sell more services.

Without the new sales effort, the company  did not request as much help as they  had
once “needed.” The service department thought they  were helping the company  find
new opportunities to use automation. It required a tough look at the new requests to see
which ones added value to the customers and which ones just added value to the
service department. The answers were not alway s clear.



In every  situation, consider the facts carefully. If the added value is not there, do
not be afraid to eliminate time, cost, and other resources. If the value is marginal,
work to measure what is generated versus the cost. Then make a decision based on the
overall value generated.

Stop doing things that do not enhance the customer experience. You will see more
dollars going to the bottom line.



EXAMPLES OF THINGS THAT DON’T ADD VALUE

Answer: Every few minutes there is an interruption with an instant message or an
e-mail. This happens in meetings (as people monitor their smartphones) and at desks
as the arrival of new mail causes an attention-grabbing “bing.”

What was done? For most people not in customer service, responding to e-mails and
messages as soon as they  are received is not required. Some people think they  are so
important that a momentary  delay  will cause unknown problems elsewhere in the
organization. Actually, that is just a sign of poor management.

In meetings, this company  established a new protocol. At all meetings, everyone
was to turn off their phones or agree to ignore the (supposedly ) silent vibration. The
penalty  was usually  a $1 donation to the “charity  of the month” pot.

At the desk, it was suggested that everyone ignore or turn off the notification sound.
The company  set a standard of checking e-mail no more than once every  hour. As
people learned that instantaneous responses were not required, the spacing increased
to checking only  twice per day.

For 99 percent of normal correspondence, the company  also set the expectation
that all inquiries should be responded to in one business day. The receptionist became
the emergency  or high-urgency  contact. She had permission to contact any  person in
the company  to help a customer. In the rare case that an individual was absolutely
required to respond to a situation, the receptionist would find that person.

Answer: When product is received, we wait for the shipping charges before
entering the cost so it reflects the total “landed cost” of each item in our inventory.

What was done? For almost all receipts, the approximate shipping cost is easily
calculated. There are charts, tables, and computer programs that can give you a very
accurate answer based on knowing the weight, size, and the from/to addresses. The
answers will normally  be within pennies of the actual amount invoiced.

That estimated cost was assigned to the incoming shipment so the new, fully  loaded
cost could be used in calculating the value of the inventory  on the shelf. The total
estimated freight was kept in a special “bucket” in the general ledger, and at the end of
the y ear it was compared to the actual inbound freight costs.

The company  is considering marking up the estimated freight by  3 percent or 4
percent. This would provide a margin of safety  in case there are any  significant
calculation errors. In the meantime, by  increasing the inventory  cost, the sales force
is getting slightly  higher prices to maintain the commission margins. A nice little bonus
for getting rid of a dumb thing.



Answer: Customers come to the counter and purchase $10 or $15 worth of goods.
Then they tell us to bill it to their account. The counterman was not sure what it
really cost the company for him to set up the billing, but he thought it had to be
more than the small sale was worth.

What was done? We initiated a short investigation to figure out what it cost to invoice a
customer. We took into account all of the paperwork and time to set up an accounts
receivable; process the sale (including the cost of the receipt, getting it signed, and
filing it in case there was a dispute); the cost of money  outstanding for forty -five
days; a charge to cover bad debt; the cost of a single follow-up call; and the time to
figure out how to apply  an unmarked check when it was received without copies of the
various sales invoices.

Each company  will be different. In this case, the total cost was just over $50.
Studies show costs as high as $85 and as low as $30 at other organizations.

Then we looked at average gross margin (the value of the sale less the cost of goods
sold) and found it to be about 40 percent in this situation. (Again, this number will vary
widely  based on the industry, geographic location, and service levels.) A simple
calculation showed that we needed to sell at least $125 just to cover the cost of
invoicing—without any  income left for overhead, salaries, or to purchase the product,
let alone profits. That means the company  lost money  on all of those small sales.

One idea was to require all smaller sales to be paid by  credit card. Accounting was
initially  concerned that the higher charges for using credit cards would have a
negative impact on their profitability.

The sales staff was concerned that if we did not continue to provide an invoicing
capability, we would lose a great number of high-value customers. After all,
competitors offered invoicing and terms, so how could we not?

Everyone realized that sales had a strong point. As a result, the customer base was
divided into two groups. The first were “A” customers who purchased over $5,000 per
month. These customers were allowed to continue to charge purchases at the counter.
All others were asked to use a credit card, cash, or a check for any  amount under
$200. If someone complained, the supervisor on duty  could do an override.

Most people did not complain at all. They  were very  happy  to get their frequent
flyer mileage using a credit card, and many  companies even had company  cards that
rewarded the owners.

The other “surprise” to accounting was that the credit card charges for a small sale
lost significantly  less money  than the cost of doing our own invoicing. Since the
charges are a function of the size of the sale, the company  is keeping an eye on the
process and will institute an upper limit if that becomes an issue in the future.

As a result of this change, the company  has found it gets paid a great deal faster
and bad debt is down. (Most of the individual trouble was from small accounts.)
Counter sales move faster and there is much less paperwork.



Answer: We spend more to deliver product to a customer than it would cost if we
used UPS or a delivery service.

What was done? When the cost of maintaining delivery  trucks was calculated, the
ownership group almost had a fit. No one had ever really  dug into the real cost of
delivery. It was just one of those things you had to do to be in business. As long as
there was a profit at the end of the year, it was assumed all costs were being properly
covered.

With the cost of delivery  so high, the company  decided to get out of the delivery
business. They  contracted with a local delivery  service and eliminated a couple of
trucks and drivers (plus the cost of repairs, insurance, and storage).

The customers were told they  could come by  the warehouse to pick up the needed
part at no extra cost, or we could send it to them by  courier or local delivery  truck at
their expense. The delivery  service charged the customer cash or by  credit card, so
there was no extra paperwork by  the company.

Of course, exceptions were made for “A” customers who had special needs. Over
time, however, many  of them were willing to pay  for the delivery  as a convenience.

Answer: We spend more time and effort serving some of our “internal” customers
than makes sense for the ultimate customer.

What was done? Some people will want to argue that they  have internal customers
that are just as important. I disagree. If your internal customers are wasting time and
effort, it just impairs your ability  to generate desired results.

If your energy  is going to support an activity  that does not ultimately  benefit your
customer, then why  do it? You need to focus all your energies on the ultimate
customer. In a down economy, there is a great value to focused effort. Know what
makes your customers happy  so that they  keep buy ing from you. Do that better than
anyone else in the industry  and your future will be secure.

Some people ask me why  we are willing to help accounts receivable do a better
job. The answer is that it ultimately  serves the customer. You need to collect money  to
be able to continue to provide products and services. Making accounts receivable
more efficient will allow you to spend less money  collecting revenue and that, in turn,
may  allow you to offer lower prices. If you decide to keep the savings as part of your
profit, it will provide a return so that you can stay  in business.

Keep your focus on the customer and you will do well.



Conclusion

 

As this book comes to an end, I hope y ou have been energized to look for ways to
improve y our business. I hope you have found positive alternative methods to
encourage your employees to look for new and better ways to do every thing.

We are in an unusual economic time as I write this. Managers can apply  the ideas
and concepts in this book to discover another way  to do old things. Each change is an
opportunity  to do things better, faster, more efficiently, and more effectively.

My  experience tells me the lessons in this book can be applied to any  business or
not-for-profit organization to allow them to do more with less. Even after the current
crisis passes, there will still be opportunities to improve operations. Any  time we can
apply  extra resources to important activities, we are better off.

In most downturns, the first thought is to cut. Random cutting may  do more harm
than good. Focus yourself by  understanding what it is that really  needs to be done and
how to do it. Get rid of the dumb and difficult chores. Do every thing possible to get
more things done with less “doing.”

Even when things are going well, don’t lose your opportunity  to use the methods in
this book. Make things better. Use the benefit of available resources to prepare for the
next downturn. (Yes, they  will continue to happen.) Your efforts will be rewarded with
additional profits. Keep the money, invest in new things, or give some to charity.
Support the community  that supports you.

Remember that by  leaving the “do-do” world behind, you can move to a “done-
done” environment where action generates results. Stop running in circles and get
things done. You will be amazed at the difference it makes.



Extras

 



EXTRAS
How to Hold a Meeting

 

There are a few procedural guidelines to holding a meeting that will help you be
successful.

Meetings and retreats are used for many  different purposes. Sometimes they  are
used to inform a group about decisions that have been made. Other times they  are
used to develop the strategic or tactical questions that must be answered prior to
announcing results internally  or to the public. For this process, most meetings can be
very  informal. In some cases, brainstorming-type meetings are best held where the
environment is conducive to thinking and away  from the day -to-day  pressures of
work.

The meeting environment may  be ignored for ad hoc meetings or situations where
a very  short meeting time is required. Just about any  reasonable meeting space can
be made to work. If the discussion will be longer, more spirited (a nice way  to say
argumentative), and have serious long-term consequences for the organization, then
control of the environment is important.

Once you have identified a number of answers to the two questions, your
organization has an opportunity  to create new methods and procedures that can
fundamentally  change the way  it operates. Even better, it can change the competitive
equation in the marketplace. Finding those fantastic answers requires a specific
environment for success.

The environment includes all of the factors surrounding the physical setting of the
meeting. It can also include general rules of the meeting. These help set the tone and
can greatly  influence the results.

As social beings, getting together is important whenever we have to work out
differences, resolve issues, or attempt to look into the future. Our meetings can
succeed or fail for numerous reasons. The objective here is to eliminate the
environment as a cause of failure.

As with any  prescriptive advice, there is always a caveat. When dealing with
human beings, there are few absolute answers. If you are uncomfortable with any
aspect of the following recommendation, change it. This is not an all-or-nothing set of
suggestions. Use what makes sense to you with your group, your situation, and your
budget.

Setting up an environment for success may  not be difficult, but it is vitally



important. While none of the following suggestions are very  involved, it takes time and
money  to do them all. Some meetings may  be held at the last minute and some
groups will have little or no leeway  on where to meet or how much money  can be
spent. Not every  aspect of the perfect meeting can be followed in every  situation. Do
what you can. These ideas do work and have been proven over many  years.

Circumstances and budgets have forced all of us to hold meetings in less than ideal
environments. A less than perfect meeting space may  add a level of complexity  and
make the facilitator’s job more difficult. It does not make it impossible. Just
remember, small changes to the environment can have a big impact on the outcome
of any  meeting. Do what you can and take advantage of these easy  ideas.



LOCATION

The meeting location sets the stage for every thing that comes after. Therefore, the
first order of business is to determine where to hold the meeting. The choices are
really  very  few. There are meeting rooms at the office, in restaurants, or at hotels and
resorts. Each type of location offers advantages, disadvantages, and various levels of
cost. If your organization has sufficient space and the staff can separate themselves
from normal activities, onsite meetings may  be your best and usually  least expensive
option.

Here, we are interested in business meetings for questioning how we do things. We
will be looking for new answers to old questions. Do not invite guests or extraneous
staff. All attendees should be stakeholders in the questions and the results.

An office, for all of its positives, may  not be the best choice if employees will be
prone to interruptions from phone calls, people who just happen to drop by, and
sudden emergencies (“As long as y ou are here, can y ou take just a second to …”).
Using onsite office space requires discipline to treat the attendees as if they  are out of
the office and cannot be found or interrupted.

Restaurants are OK for shorter meetings and working meals. The chairs tend to be
harder, the spaces less soundproof (i.e., you can be disturbed by  groups next door),
and the lighting may  be dimmer. One offsetting consideration is the added perk of
lunch or dinner, which is usually  a big plus for the attendees. It makes them feel
special and valued.

Restaurants are not known for having lots of workspace. If you expect that people
may  need to take notes, shuffle stacks of paper, or spread out, there may  be better
environments, and you could always cater a meal if providing food is a priority. This
does not mean that meeting for a meal in a restaurant or hotel setting will not work,
just plan to use the meeting for a discussion topic where one person per table can be
appointed to take notes. Then review what was discovered when you reconvene in the
more traditional meeting room.

Check every  space for quietness. Whenever possible, insist on an empty  room
between you and the nearest activity  or other meeting. Do not accept rooms near a
live band or DJ. Be especially  careful of nearby  large group meetings. They  often
tend to be loud and will interfere with what you are doing.

Hotels and resorts normally  provide the best meeting options when long, multiple-
day  meetings are held, but they  are usually  the most expensive. They  can be flexible
in terms of furniture, room arrangement, and special setups. There is a degree of ease
when one organization can arrange for y our meals, beverages, and overnight services
for multiple-day  retreats. Do not reject this option out of hand. You may  be surprised
at the special deals you can get, especially  at city -center business locations over a



weekend.
Be wary  of fancy  resorts, as these can sometimes confuse the focus of the

meeting. If everyone is chomping at the bit to get out to a famous golf course, they
will not be concentrating on the business of the organization. Once again, know your
group and their desires.

There are exceptions to every  rule, but for most meetings, the location should be
easy  and convenient to get to. If your attendees are fly ing in from regional
operations, facilities near airports with free transportation are always winners. Pick
airports that most of the participants can get to nonstop.

Always make an in-person visit to any  site. Pictures and brochures do not tell the
real story. See the room you will meet in, see where you will eat, and if overnight
accommodations are to be used, see the rooms. Check for Americans with Disabilities
Act compliance, especially  if you know attendees will be using wheelchairs or
needing other assistance. It is your responsibility  to make sure every thing is top-notch
and works for your group.



THE ROOM

The meeting space itself needs to be large enough for comfort and have room in
which to “move.” Oddly  shaped rooms may  look good in pictures but seldom work as
well as a traditional square or rectangle. When there are less than eight people, almost
any  board-type room with an oval or rectangular table will work. Groups of over
twenty  require many  special arrangements (and are beyond the scope of this
chapter). The following guidelines will work best for groups between eight and twenty.

Our experience suggests that thirty  linear inches is a reasonable amount of space
per person at a table. Therefore, eight people (four on each side) need a table at least
ten feet long. This may  seem large, but if you are going to be sitting there for eight to
ten hours, the space is necessary. Twenty -four inches is the minimum to be able to do
any thing, but it is not as comfortable, provides little “personal space,” and certainly
will not be conducive to a robust discussion.

Space is necessary  between the sides of the table and the walls so people can move
around. A good minimum is three feet from the table to the nearest wall. That way,
someone can squeeze behind a participant sitting at the table.

If there is enough space, a coffee break service in the room is a wonderful perk.
The longer the meeting, the more necessary  it is. There should be space to stand at the
coffee service without interfering with any  participant. Some meeting rooms have a
service bar built in. These take up little meeting space and are very  effective.

At the front of the room, space for a facilitator to work and write on easels requires
five to six feet in front of any  meeting table. The facilitator will often have a chair for
meals, but it is usually  pushed under the table or kept out of the way  during most of the
meeting.

When determining the setup for the room, windows and doors can be a problem.
The best setup is for the door to be at the back of the room. That way, attendees can
enter and leave without disturbing the meeting (or at least minimize the disturbance).

Windows should also be at the back of the room or have drapes/shades that can be
pulled. There is nothing worse than a meeting where the participants are looking out on
a sunny  day  with a beach or mountains in view. Their attention will constantly  be a
million miles away. Uncovered windows at the front of the room are to be avoided at
all costs. No one can look at a “backlit” facilitator for very  long.

The temperature of the room will never be right for everyone. A simple rule of
thumb is that it’s always better to err a bit cooler than hotter. Most of us can add a
sweater if we get a little chilled (I am not talking about keeping the thermostat at 40
degrees), but there is a limit to what we can remove if it gets too warm. Plus warmer
temperatures encourage sleep.

If you have a thermostat in the room, put one person in control. If everyone is



jumping up to swing the setting from one extreme to the other, you end up with
anarchy  and a very  uncomfortable, distracted meeting.

Lighting is the other variable that makes a big difference. Bright light keeps
everyone more awake and alert. If your meeting requires a projector, try  to turn off
(or unscrew) the light bulbs that are right above the screen. That way, you can
eliminate the glare on the screen but keep the working space well lit. Remember,
dimmed lights (like too warm a temperature) encourage sleep.

Should there be a clock in the room? Since just about everyone will have a watch,
you are not going to keep the time a secret. However, the preference is to have the
clock, if there is one, in the back of the room. It becomes the official clock and can be
used for timing specific discussions or to determine returns from breaks.

(One way  I get everyone back on time after a break or meal is to set the
expectation based on the official clock—my watch if there is no clock in the room; I
always pick an odd time like seventeen minutes after the hour—it is easier to
remember. Then, if anyone is late, he or she has to tell a joke to the rest of the group;
not a big penalty, but it is one that seems to work.)



SETUP

The actual setup of the meeting space will affect the levels and types of interaction. In
a small group, keep everyone close. For three to six people, small round tables work
well. Six to nine people can meet at a boardroom table. For groups over ten (and even
for some groups as small as eight), the “U” or horseshoe shape is the most effective.
There is more room to spread out and the seating is more flexible, which makes
facilitating the meeting easier. A meeting of twenty  people can be easily  managed
with this setup.

No matter which configuration you use, be very  careful about where people sit. Do
not allow the participants to create “us and them” seating. This will immediately
instigate confrontation and is to be avoided at all costs. Assign seats so that the
“departments” will be mixed up. It forces conversation and reduces rancor. (See the
next discussion, “Seating Assignments,” for a more detailed review of the issues and
suggestions.)

Whenever possible, use tables that are at least thirty  inches deep. The extra room is
worthwhile and provides sufficient space for food, drink, notes, and laptop computers.
Arrange for a power strip in the center if laptops will be used during the meeting.
Tripping over cords stretched out behind the seating is dangerous for people and
computers.

Then, provide enough room for the facilitator to move comfortably  in the middle of
the “U.” Good facilitators know how to use this space to defuse conflict and to
encourage discussion. At least four feet is required between the legs of the “U.”

The chairs should be as comfortable as possible. Chairs on wheels that can tilt, have
a height adjustment, and can swivel are best. Inexpensive stacking chairs do not work
as well. They  are uncomfortable and increase fatigue just when you need everyone’s
fullest attention. If folding chairs are the only  option, include more frequent breaks. If
at all possible, give participants a reason or permission to move around the space and
stretch.

Some facilities can provide a sofa or two in the room. Smaller, informal groups
appreciate the ability  to be more comfortable. Giving people the ability  to change
their location can improve the conversation.



SEATING ASSIGNMENTS

Probably  the most overlooked environmental aspect of the meeting is assigned
seating. Most meetings allow random seating based on “first come, first served.” This
approach leaves your meeting’s success to chance. People will select their seats by
cliques and egocentric arrangements that can reduce communication and encourage
factionalism.

In advance of the meeting, establish a seating chart. Do not leave it to chance.
There are a few simple rules that will improve the meeting. First, people who work
together or are “best friends” should not be allowed to sit next to one another. This rule
will minimize side conversations. Next, make sure your people do not sit by  rank and
reporting relationship. If there are “sides,” make sure they  are interspersed. Separate
power play ers and spread them around.

Then, recognize that specific seats have differing amounts of power associated with
them (see figure 1). Put your most powerful attendees in the weakest seats. It allows
the facilitator to control their contribution as opposed to fighting against them if they
attempt to overwhelm the meeting. By  the same token, placing your shy  or less vocal
participants in the strong seats helps them be heard. It is easier to draw out their ideas
and comments.



 
If there will be working meals in a separate room, arrange seating for that location

as well. The same types of rules apply. Any  time you want to have open discussion or
idea generation, mixing people up encourages new input and viewpoints. If you need
to make decisions or want to take specific actions, however, then grouping people by
department, responsibility, or rank may  be appropriate.

Set the room with name tents so everyone will know where they  are to sit. Tents can
be made out of any  paper, but a heavier card stock is better. You can hand print first
names in large letters or have a computer print the names in 70-point (or larger) type.
This is the easiest way  to get people to go where you want them. Always bring a
couple of blanks and a large marker pen for the inevitable correction, new person, or
unexpected guest.

Name tents have the added advantage of helping the facilitator remember names.
If your group meets infrequently  or has many  new faces, name tents help everyone
get to know one another. Including the names on the backs of the tents will help each
person’s neighbor get the names right as well.

Use special markings (Group A, B, or C; Meal Table 1, 2, or 3) on the inside of the



tent to indicate where each person is to sit for breaks, meals, or other functions. Then
have identifiers that match the codes on the tables to be used. This is an easy  way  to
control the groups for break sessions and to encourage “mingling” during meals.



TIMING

Time is so very  important in our busy  lives. Time away  from work can be
intimidating to some, loathed by  workaholics, and a vacation to others. A small amount
of consideration will go a long way  toward increasing the effectiveness of any
meeting.

To begin with, Monday  mornings are tough for many  people. They  want to be able
to get their teams started for the week and catch up on weekend activities before being
out of the office for a full day  or more. If they  are fly ing in, missing Sunday  dinner
with the family  is another imposition that may  not be appreciated. Friday  afternoons
are another time to avoid. The mind leaves for the weekend long before the body  can
join. Use Friday s only  in conjunction with a full-weekend meeting.

When possible, start morning meetings before the business day  begins. Any
meeting that starts after the beginning of the day  will start late. It is almost an
unwritten rule of life. If you give busy  people the opportunity  to go to their desks
before going to the meeting, something will delay  them—guaranteed. Start with a light
breakfast for the early  risers to give them a reason to miss traffic if driving to the
meeting location. Do not start the meeting later than 8:00 a.m. if you want to begin on
time.

Lunch is another good starting time. It is a natural break in the day, and people will
usually  find they  can leave to get to your meeting on time. Call the lunch for 11:30
and beat the lunchtime traffic. The actual meeting may  not start until 1:00, but by  then
everyone (even the “always late” people) will be there and ready  to go.

The best afternoon time is 3:00 or 3:30, especially  if the meeting will go into the
evening. This gives people time to get most of their work done for the day  and still
avoid rush hour traffic to get to the meeting location. If people are fly ing in, it saves
an extra overnight away  from home and allows all but the West Coast to East Coast
flyers time to get there easily  on the same day. Just as with lunch, start with a
coffee/cookie break so there is a buffer to reward the “on-timers” while waiting for
the later arrivals.

Even though you have set the time, what do you do when some attendees are late?
One option is to set up the expectation of a penalty  in advance. A donation to a
charitable organization is a good idea. The big question is when do you really  start?
What if one of the executives is late? What do y ou do? Waste everyone’s time while
you wait for the leader to show up or try  to start the meeting missing one of the most
important participants? The right answer is to start the meeting. Even executives can
get the message and if there’s a consequence, they  will be on time the next time.

One sneaky  way  I try  to keep from being in that position is to call a special meeting
of the executive leadership just prior to the main meeting. My  goal is to have all of the



critical ears at the meeting location an hour ahead of the start time for critical
meetings. If it is an 8:00 a.m. meeting, we will have an executive breakfast at 7:00.
Some people are just always late—work around them as much as possible.

Finally, watch out for holidays, especially  the religious kind. Many  meetings have
become disasters because the date was picked without regard for the tremendous
diversity  in our workforce today. The very  people who will be offended may  not
recognize a conflicting date in advance and only  realize they  cannot attend at the last
minute. Then they  wonder if you did not care about their participation or are
prejudiced against their group. Check the calendar carefully  and specifically  ask
about upcoming celebrations.

Breaks are another important issue. If there are smokers in the group, then breaks
may  have to be more often and longer or you will lose their input. Normally, a good
facilitator will recognize the need for a break and call one as necessary. We normally
agree in advance that everyone will break at the same time. Our rule is anyone can
request a break and then we all go at once. It minimizes the distractions and keeps
everyone present in all the discussions.

A good rule of thumb is that a break should be taken at least every  ninety  minutes.
Five to ten minutes is a reasonable length of time for most breaks. If it is longer, you
will lose attendees to phone calls and emergencies that they  had time to discover.
When your participants are sitting on hard chairs or the environment is less than ideal,
more frequent stretch breaks are most appreciated by  all of the attendees.

Meal breaks are usually  thirty  to forty -five minutes. A working lunch or dinner may
last longer, but always allow an extra fifteen minutes after every  meal for nature
breaks and for people to move around without the group. Do not serve alcohol at any
meal where you will want people to return to the meeting after eating.

When possible, a coffee break service should be in the room at all times. Today, it is
important to include regular and decaf coffee; regular, diet, and decaf soda; regular
and decaf tea; and bottled water. In the morning, provide some type of pastry  choice
(donuts, pound cake, or bread/bagels). An hour or so after lunch, bring out an
assortment of cookies (chocolate chip if I am your facilitator) or sweets to raise blood
sugar levels. Munchies for meetings after dinner depend on the individuals in the
group. Fresh fruit is appreciated all day  long.



MEALS

A whole book could be written on meals at meetings. Following are a few simple
suggestions to consider. Begin by  survey ing (or knowing well) all of the attendees to
discover their eating preferences. Make sure you know about any  special dietary
needs (e.g., kosher, diabetic, vegetarian, low-sodium, etc.).

Next, keep all meals light. Serve a full steak dinner for lunch and watch your
attendees sleep most of the afternoon. Sandwich and salad buffets are nice and give
everyone a choice of what to eat. Breakfast buffets work as well. Oatmeal is very
appreciated by  attendees who watch their cholesterol. Juices should include at least
one alternative to orange.

If you want to work through meals, consider using that time for discussions. Have
each table report back to the group after the meal is done. It is a great break from the
meeting routine and encourages people to meet others if you mix up the seating.

Beat the hunger pains if at all possible. That means you should serve breakfast as
early  as people can be expected to arrive. Lunchtime should start between 11:30 a.m.
and noon. Dinner is appropriate any  time after 5:00 p.m. If space and the agenda
allow, have the meals in a different room. The change of environment is invigorating
for the mind and helps people perform at their best.



PROPS

Most meetings of the type we are discussing require a few pieces of special
equipment to organize the effort and help them run smoothly. Flip charts are the most
used item. For most situations, two easels are best. One is used for keeping notes and
the second is an “idea parking lot” to capture great thoughts for later discussion. The
second easel also allows you to be prepared if the first one runs out of paper without
interrupting the meeting to reload.

There are many  types of paper you can use. Standard-sized flip charts are not
standard but can easily  be found in twenty -seven-by -thirty -four-inch pads. Some
people prefer to have lines or squares preprinted to make it easier to write in straight
lines. Check with the meeting leader or facilitator for his or her preference. Then
make sure you start with a (relatively ) full pad. Keep the “one or two sheets left” pads
for use at the office.

Since most flip chart writing ends up on a wall somewhere, either Post-it note–type
sheets, “static cling” sheets, or masking tape will be necessary. Check with the facility
to see if they  have rules against using tape on their walls, wallpaper, or painted
surfaces.

Also check that the paper is of a sufficient weight (thickness). That way, you can
write on a sheet already  hanging on the wall without leaving a reminder of your visit
behind the sheet. Cleaning wallpaper can be very  expensive.

There should be a set of at least three colored and one black marker. The longer the
retreat, the more important it is to have spares. If the facility  has a white board, be
careful not to use permanent markers on their board.

As a quick hint to make life after the meeting easier, number each sheet as you start
it in the upper right corner. This will help y ou get all of the charts in chronological
order no matter how many  you have used or where they  end up on the wall.

Some meetings use electronic white boards so that copies of all notes can be
produced (without transcription) for each attendee—while at the meeting. These are
nice, but at the end of the meeting, y ou may  not have all the notes that were added by
individuals after a sheet was handed out.

Another prop that has become common in many  environments is the “talk ball.” All
too often, people like to interrupt or carry  on multiple conversations. A simple ball, toy
animal, or other fun prop can be used to designate who has the floor. Until that item is
passed, no one else can speak. This makes it easier for people to collect their thoughts
in order to finish a statement without worry ing that someone else will jump in if there
is one-half second of silence.

Other toys can be used effectively  if there are high levels of tension. People can be



given “smiles” on a stick to wave when being facetious (like a  at the end of an e-
mail).



FINAL TIPS

Here are a few final ideas to help make the meeting as successful as possible. Each
will improve the environment for thinking and contributing:

• Have all beepers, cell phones, and wireless e-mail devices turned off! If
people absolutely  need to be reachable, set the device to vibrate. Ask them to
alert their staff and family  that they  are at an important meeting and are only
to be interrupted for a real emergency. Remember, any  interruption is an
excuse to leave the meeting. Arrange for the meeting facility  to accept calls
(if available) and take messages. These can be brought to the room in an
emergency. Otherwise, they  should be taped outside the door to be picked up at
breaks.

• All egos and titles are checked at the door. Most idea-generating meetings
depend on sharing. If one or two people are going to be allowed to dictate the
answers, then why  hold the meeting? Everyone should have something to add
or you are inviting the wrong people. Inside the room, the play ing field must
be level if you are to get the most value from your attendees.

• There is only one conversation at a time. Very  few people can keep up with
and participate in multiple discussions at once. And it is impolite to ignore what
another person believes to be an intelligent addition to the discussion. Let
everyone have his or her say  and rely  on a professional facilitator to control
the time everyone takes.

• Break together. The mood is easily  broken if people are constantly  getting up
and leaving the room. This may  even encourage conversations outside of the
room and destroy  the advantage of meeting together. Do not lose anyone’s
participation. When people need a break, let them request it. Then everyone
goes and returns at the same time, which makes it easier to build consensus and
a “team” atmosphere.

• Prior to the meeting, send a formal invitation. Include the agenda to be
followed, a list of the objectives, all meeting details (time, location, instructions
for parking, and where to have messages sent), and any  “homework” that is to
be done in advance.

• Have pencils, pens, and paper for the attendees. It is almost inconceivable that
an otherwise intelligent employee would come to a meeting unprepared, but it
happens all the time. If documents were distributed in advance for review,
have extra copies to hand out onsite.

•  Provide a report at the conclusion of the meeting. Include copies of flip
charts or a summary  of what was accomplished. Know your audience and



take care of people’s needs. This includes all the people who did not participate
but will be affected by  the outcome.

 
While the best environment in the world will not save a poorly  conceived or

mismanaged meeting, it can greatly  enhance the potential for success.



EXTRAS
O pportunity in the O rdinary

 

We miss opportunities all the time. Everyone is interested in hitting the home run.
Wouldn’t it be nice to initiate the disruptive change that moves the industry  to a new
paradigm? We all wish we could find the next big thing before anyone else. There are
plenty  of little things out there that will pay  big benefits and outsized returns. We just
need to be willing to open our eyes and our minds to new possibilities.

One simple story  is about Robert Fishbone, an innovative percussionist. He was
intrigued by  an instrument called a spring drum.

Remo Belli, the owner of Remo, Inc., and one of the developers of the game-
changing artificial drumhead, saw Robert at a percussionist show and was impressed
with the unique designs Robert was selling. Remo invited Robert to California to look at
a new project he was working on, the spring drum. It was about twelve inches in
diameter and had a drumhead across one end with a spring hanging from it. When
moved properly, it made a deep thunder sound.

He knew that Robert was already  very  successful selling to the novelty  gift market,
which was much larger than the market for musicians. He asked if there was some
way  spring drums could be sold to a broader market.

Robert experimented and worked to make the tube smaller so it would fit in a child’s
hand, painted it with lightning bolts, and renamed it the Thunder Tube. He proceeded
to sell over one hundred thousand.

It was an ordinary  invention—no electronics, nothing fancy. It was designed for a
specific use, and the original developer could not see beyond its initial purpose.
Luckily, he recognized that fact and took advantage of a chance meeting to bring in a
talented outsider at the first opportunity.

Remo was so impressed with how well the Thunder Tube outsold Spring Drums that
his company  licensed it back from Robert, who now gets a royalty  on every  one that
is sold to any  of their customers.

Robert expanded the market from musicians and formal orchestras to include

• The toy  marketplace
• Film, radio, theater, and puppet show industries (to use as device to create sound

effects)
• Story tellers



• Science teachers
• People who work with autistic children
• People who work with animals (especially  horses) to desensitize them to loud

noises, including thunder
 

When an outsider looked at the instrument, he saw a new opportunity. He saw
possibilities the owner of the invention could not see. To use an overworked term, this
is the power (negative power) of paradigms. They  keep people from seeing the
possibilities. Once released from established constraints, the ideas pour in.

How many  ordinary  things do we see every  day  that could become the foundation
of a new business or open up new markets? New products, new services, and new
opportunities are all around us. Keeping your eyes wide open is the key  to finding the
opportunity  in the ordinary.



EXTRAS
Hints for Employees with Good Ideas

 

So, you have a great idea—now what do you do with it? If we assume that your
corporate culture is not really  conducive to new ideas coming “from below,” you will
need to find a safer way  to take an idea up the line.

Start by  realizing that lots of people have good ideas. Only  a very  few are willing to
get behind their ideas and take them somewhere. By  choosing to share your idea, you
are already  ahead of the crowd.

Take any  idea and think through it in detail, over and over again. Rarely  are the best
ideas the first thing out of someone’s mind. Initial thoughts are the genesis of the right
thing to do, but they  may  require a number of iterations before reaching their final
form.

The best way  to go from an idea to an inspiration is to put together a small group of
peers—y our coworkers who have an interest in improving things. The best groups are
diverse and include people from all areas that will be affected (positively  and
negatively ) by  the new idea.

As an alternative, you can do the same thing with a mentor or friendly  supervisor.
Let that person help you get the idea off the ground. They  may  even want to bring in
a few other people at higher levels. Do not be intimidated. Your ideas and knowledge
are just as valuable as theirs. They  may  have different insights and these can help the
idea become better and more successful.

Make sure everyone knows this is not a sanctioned project and that it must be kept
confidential until it is ready  for disclosure. That means you have to pick your team
carefully. When possible, have at least one long-term employee who understands and
can navigate the political landscape. He or she will be an invaluable resource as you
move forward.

Use this group as a sounding board. Get together outside of work. Find a time and
place where you can work without interruption for at least two or three hours. Pull up
a bunch of comfortable chairs. May be have a flip chart, or at least lots of blank paper
to draw and write on. Introduce the problem and your first thoughts about how to solve
it. Then (and this is the secret sauce—and the hardest thing for most humans to do) let
go and watch what happens.

Our first inclination is to defend our original position. Do not! It will stop all
creativity  in an instant. As a matter of fact, before the brainstorming begins, ask all



participants to check their egos at the door. Explain that there is no individual
ownership of the idea, but that together as a group you will come up with something
better than any  individual could.

Hash out the ideas. Take all input. Revise the questions and the answers. Look at it
from the viewpoint of everyone who will be affected. Try  to answer questions before
they  can be asked.

Do not be discouraged if more than one meeting is required to get where you want
to go. Know that everyone will have things to add. Just do your best to stay  focused on
the issue at hand. Put every thing else on a flip chart or pad of paper labeled “The Idea
Parking Lot.”

For every  problem (opportunity ) there is a primary  customer. Figure out who that
is. Sometimes it is the government, sometimes a supplier, or the normal end user of
your product or service. Whoever it is, make sure you know how they  use what the
company  normally  delivers to them. Understanding how they  use a product or
information will allow you to cut out unnecessary  work and focus on what is important
to them.

As the idea develops, ask the group to help define the metric of your success. Every
time you have to sell something “up the line,” you have to be able to explain how the
operation will recognize success. It does not work to say, “Trust us, it will work.” There
have to be specifics.

Sometimes the step of deciding what to measure is the most difficult. Review
chapter 5 on metrics. It will give you more ways to think about the possibilities. You
will need to be able to explain how the top management team can tell if the new
process is working.

Next, it is important to understand the people you will be presenting the idea to. All
executives have personality  sty les. Present to their specific sty le and you will
automatically  do better. If they  are drivers, they  will want to get to the bottom line
quickly. Some people will want to know all the background to make sure you did your
homework. Others may  only  want to see the big picture and then move on.

Know your audience and play  to them. If multiple types will be in attendance, be
prepared to work with all of them. Make sure what they  need is in the handouts and
offer to spend time reviewing all the details with anyone who would like extra
explanations.

Finally, make sure the presentation keeps focused on why  your idea is valuable.
What is the benefit to the executive you are asking to sponsor a new project, invest
limited resources, and stick his or her neck out to test your idea?

Before the meeting, practice with your team of advisers. Make sure you know the
material cold. Have them hit you with all the tough questions. Try  to anticipate
any thing that could go wrong and prepare an answer or work-around.

Make sure you always end the meeting on time and do not forget to ask for
something. It can be funding, it can be another meeting, or it can just be permission to



continue to develop the idea. Whatever it is, do not forget to ask for it. Many  projects
die because there is no action item to keep the idea alive. Do not let this happen to you.

After the meeting, send all attendees a thank-you note or e-mail to let them know
you appreciated their time. In the note, include any  approved next steps, a tentative
schedule, and information about when you will get back in touch with them.

All that remains is for you to follow through and execute. Put all the pieces together
and watch your reputation grow.
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Steve Epner is the reality  check you need to get your team from do-do to done-done.
Steve has worked with people and multinational companies across the continent and is
frequently  requested to Simplify  Every thing through:

• Formal presentations (from 45-minute keynotes to full-day  workshops)
• Facilitation (including planning for single- or multi-day  retreats covering

strategy, process improvement, or just basic idea generation)
• Rolling up his sleeves and working with teams on site
• Executive level coaching and support

 
Stop thinking and start doing by  contacting Steve to get it DONE!
Steve@SteveEpner.com
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