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BPM: ""Band-Aids — Not a Cure for
Corporate Ills"

The following is an excerpt from "The Insider's Guide to BPM: 7 Steps to Process
Mastery," by Terry Schurter.

Band-Aids — Not a Cure for Corporate Ills

A band-aid process starts out as an under-performing process that needs to be improved.
Band-aid processes are commonly placed under software control, often have complex
process models, frequently embed many business rules in the process software and
almost all are built from a command and control perspective. Sounds like a pretty heavy-
duty band-aid?

The reason why we call these band-aid processes is that they focus on the symptom rather
than the cause. With the band-aid applied, the process is likely to head right back into the
poor performance category. There are two influences that guarantee that will happen.

First, there is the matter of context that we began talking about in the previous chapter.
Context includes all of the environmental, societal, and behavioral influences that affect
how work gets done. There is no place that this is more obvious than in the trenches with
the people doing the work in our processes. The people who perform the work are
exposed to significant contextual influences from both internal and external sources.
Internal management and infrastructure changes are biggies, but sometimes even small
changes in human resource policies can have a profound effect. Changing shift times,
overtime policies and documentation for things like sicktime approval (did you bring
your doctor’s note, Johnny?) can have negative effects on process performance.

Meanwhile the world outside is changing at a rate like never before, imposing pressure
on our processes that, for brittle over-engineered processes, causes them to strain and
break. If you want to be a mechanical or aeronautical engineer, then go build bridges or
rocket ships, not business processes. Processes that people interact with require a highly
subjective engineering exercise that in turn requires a unique blend of cognitive science.
In fact no one should be designing processes without having read the works of Donald
Norman, a founder of the Institute for Cognitive Science.

In his book The Design of Everyday Things, Norman describes the psychology behind
what he deems good and bad design, through case studies, and proposes design
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principles. He exalts the importance of design in our everyday lives, and the
consequences of errors caused by bad design.

In this book, Norman uses the term “user-centered design” to describe design based on
the needs of the user, leaving aside what he deems secondary issues like aesthetics. User-
centered design involves simplifying the structure of tasks, making things visible, getting
the mapping right, exploiting the powers of constraint, designing for error, explaining
affordances and seven stages of action.

What should we use to help us place the dividing line between what will enable people to
maintain productivity gains versus over-engineered processes that are likely to crack
under pressure?

Netflix Processes

As one example, we can look at the perspective taken by Netflix. Netflix is in the movie
business, or perhaps it is better to say they are in the personal movie and TV viewing
business. However you prefer to define what they do, Netflix has rapidly become a
dominant market player in rental and on-demand consumption of movies and TV shows.
With over 10 million customers and revenue on track in 2009 to hit over $1.5 billion
(with gross margins of 30+% and rising) the company is delivering on its promise.

What is Netflix’s promise to their customers? Netflix promises to deliver customer
satisfaction. Customers agree that Netflix delivers on their promise with over 90% of
surveyed customers saying that they would recommend Netflix service to a friend. They
promise to keep making the best service even better. They promise the best content
selection, personalized choices and 24/7 free customer support. They appear to be
delivering on their promises quite well and they use process to help in a very interesting
way.

The movie and TV show rental business (DVD’s or on demand) is a low margin business.
There isn’t much room for making mistakes and there certainly is no room for premium
pricing. That means Netflix is selling a commodity product in a highly competitive
market. Do you think process is important in a business like that?

Process is essential to companies like Netflix, so much so that we might jump to the
conclusion that highly engineered and refined processes are critical to their success.
While this may be true in cases like the actual processing and shipping of physical DVDs,
in reality it is the initial innovative design of that process that makes the real difference.
That design has most material moving out of distribution centers the same day it moves
in, keeping the majority of inventory afloat in the U.S. Postal system. The biggest
challenge is managing all of the processes that a company with roughly 1,300 employees
simply cannot do without.

However, in a presentation by Netflix CEO Reed Hastings uploaded to
www.slideshare.com, some very interesting observations on process emerge. Mr.
Hastings observes that as most companies grow in size they use process to control their
environment, an act that reduces personal freedom. The mindset we commonly find is



that by developing highly structured processes we can increase consistency while
reducing the number of errors produced.

Mr. Hastings continues in the presentation to describe a phenomenon where growth
increases complexity to a degree that injects chaos into the mix when balanced against
the behaviors of high performance employees. Highly structured processes are used to
drive out chaos by most companies, but in doing so they also drive out high performance
employees. What a minute. That seems to be a bit challenging, doesn’t it? It seems that
we have a choice. We can either exist in a permanent state of chaos with lots of high
performance people or we can operate in a state of unity knowing we will lose most of
our top talent. Talk about the lesser of two evils.

Constantly on the Move

Further complicating the situation is the fact that keeping those top talents is an essential
ingredient in adapting to rapid market change. Conversely, implementing a highly
structured process is a great way to maximize short term financial success. If we don’t
put this into perspective our process direction can really jump the track. Remember the
productivity graph from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics? The cyclical nature of
business productivity is at least partially the result of overstructured processes that
quickly lose their relevance to our context as the world around us keeps changing.

One key observation that we can make is that regardless of we want from our processes,
our target is constantly on the move. In fact, neither the target nor the process stands still.
Because change is a given, then the more complicated, structured and controlled our
processes become the more likely they are to inhibit our ability to adapt to changes as
they occur. In fact, every process that is designed, optimized, or improved and then
deployed is out of date before we even turn it on. How can that be?

It’s simple really; we can only improve and implement changes to processes aimed at a
fixed target. Now if our time span is weeks or months there is probably so little
movement (change) that we are effectively working on the current context of the process.
But for those who still believe in the four year master plan, can you imagine how much
change is likely to occur in four years? Just look back at what has changed in the last four
years and you’ll have a good idea of what we mean.

Command and control processes, which are still very much a part of many companies, go
out of date even faster and are much harder to bring back up to date. They are band-aid
processes that become less and less aligned to our needs and changing contexts with
every passing day. That’s why we often see immediate improvements, but when we go
back a year or two later and reassess the process we find we aren’t in any better shape
than we were before the last improvement cycle. The benefits don’t stick because we
designed the process for a specific context that doesn’t exist anymore, and then began
applying band-aids.

The lesson to be learned is that tightly aligning a process to the current context, including
embedding everything we can up to and sometimes including the kitchen sink in it, is a
recipe for productivity disaster. Any gains are short lived, forcing us to continually



reengineer the entire process. The approach we must take needs to strike a balance — a
balance between people and process.
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