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Build leaner processes … IT’s next major opportunity to add more value 
Over the last two decades a whole generation of IT professionals and managers have emerged right across Asia – the consequence of the 80s and 90s “technology boom” period where we witnessed a good deal of investment and deployment in IT targeted at raising productivity and organisational competitiveness. It seemed like just about every organisation large or small recognised the potential gains and made IT investments so they could move ahead and progress. 
IT departments have always since the beginning been given the mandate to focus on automating processes and building information systems for internal customers. 

In building and delivering systems, IT people have had to actively sought knowledge and skills needed and have come to learn albeit not always through easy ways, almost everything there is to know as regards to developing information systems, development life cycles, systems analysis, modular designs, object-oriented programming, web-based systems and the like. 

In fact, during the “hey-day” of IT, revolutionary changes in ideas, concepts and technology came down the stretch fast and furious, forcing rapid learning to take place. 

Today the pace has eased but the years of intense buildup have led them to become “solid” systems thinkers – intensely technology savvy, very thorough, very professional and meticulous in whatever they do. 

On the other hand IT deployment did not always bring the expected returns and we have all seen our fair share of this. So we have good people with deep experience, bright minds and systematic thinkers who sometimes produce systems that don’t quite meet the needs of the business. So something is not quite right here… 

It is interesting that a recent industry study found that better management practices can raise productivity significantly and also increase the impact of IT investments that organisations make. 

It concluded that organisations should first upgrade their management practices and then invest in IT. Lean management was named as one of three management practices that contributed to productivity improvements among the 100 or so organisations that were covered under the study. 

In other words, take action to enhance your management practices first and only then invest in IT. Or, if we put this in another way, improve your business processes before automating or upgrading your systems. 

Due to a systems mind-set, IT is inclined to look at business process improvement in terms of developing a better system for the process. Instead what is often needed more and missing is to creatively redefine the process, before looking at the IT system to support the process. 

If you take a quick poll of IT people you know, almost certainly you will not find many who have process improvement skills or knowledge. 

While the IT community has benefited from comprehensive training and learnt a great deal from many years of systems experience, few have received any training on nor have developed process improvement skills such as Lean Management skills. 

The lack of “process” exposure has kept IT from delivering better systems that meet business needs. It has now been appreciated that the merging of “process skills” with systems experience is the next major opportunity facing IT to add a great deal more value to their organisations. 

Better processes are not just about optimising information flow, but also about improving material flow and responsiveness in the “real world”. 

For instance a system that allows the A&E ward of a hospital to automatically place requests for replenishment of critical medical supplies is of no good if the replenishments often arrive late putting the lives of critical patients in danger. 

It is the collective improvements of both information and material flows that our businesses require. Who is better placed to do this than IT? 

Lean Management know-how would be a very valuable asset for IT. But what exactly is lean? 

Lean is about cutting of waste, removal of non value-add activities, speeding up of processes, improving quality, reducing costs and increasing workforce morale by involving them with process improvement efforts. The employees who do the work help improve their own processes and IT is in a position to help lead and facilitate this. 

Take for instance a procurement process. Lean techniques can be used to “attack” this process, remove the “boulders”, speed it up and increase its yield (quality). 

The improved version of the process is then the start point from which an IT system is built or upgraded. The aim is not to automate the current process...but to make it better first. 

We are not referring to quick cursory attempts to improve but instead to concerted actions to revamp the process. 

Similarly a material-handling process is streamlined to make it leaner and only then is it automated to ensure materials consistently reach the parties concerned at the right time, at the right place and in the right amounts. This is the value that the system then brings. 

The same is true for other parts of a business, for example, order processing, administration, call centres, human resources, customer service, finance, manufacturing, design, product development, operations, pre-sales and so on. 

Lean practices are first applied to re-design the process so that “things” – whether people, documents, components, supplies, goods or services – get to the right place at the right time. Systems are then upgraded to support this new process. 

IT is best placed to drive lean improvement initiatives once our IT community at large understands that adding value is not about building more information systems…it’s about better processes which work in the real-world...that customers see value in…that the IT system is there to simply facilitate these processes…and that the IT community itself needs to urgently take steps to learn lean management skills. 

In fact, a series of lean courses including a Citrep-endorsed Lean Lead Certificate Course has been developed to effectively help raise the level of skills and knowledge in lean within the IT community (www.eagles-wings.info/education.html). 

The bottom-line is that its not just a matter of whether the new system works, is bug-free and developed within budget…it is more about ensuring that the new real-world process works well from a holistic point of view and brings increased organisation competitiveness. 

IT needs “to go deep into” business processes, get its hands dirty enough, make material flows leaner, design-in timeliness and real-world responsiveness, streamline information flows, cut the waste and create new ways of doing things that bring their organisations forward. 

IT people need to be trained and their skills beefed up so they can help re-create their organisations and make them leaner to better compete in this new world economic climate. 

- Robert Oh is founder and principal consultant of regional lean management consulting and education firm Eagles Wings (www.eagles-wings.info). He can be contacted at robert@eagles-wings.info. 

