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In 50 Words or Less:

· Process improvement is important to the profitability and success of any organization. 

· There are nine steps an organization can take to ensure process improvement lasts. 

· A government intelligence organization followed these steps to improve the way it served internal customers. 

Process improvement is gaining more attention as organizations face budget cuts, competition from developing markets overseas and a challenging economy. Quality methods, such as lean, Six Sigma, ISO 9000, Capability Maturity Model Integration and the Baldrige criteria can all help improve organizational process effectiveness.  

Some organizations see process improvement as the silver bullet that will solve all internal and external problems, reduce cost, decrease cycle time and improve the bottom line. Process improvement methods can accomplish these challenges if implemented properly, but they can have the opposite effect if executed poorly. 

To avoid the frustration and wasted time and money spent on efforts that go nowhere, there are nine steps an organization must follow to implement process improvement projects and make change last over the long haul. While the need for effective and engaged leadership is not emphasized specifically, it is nonetheless an essential ingredient running through these steps:

1. Understand and plan for level of maturity. 

2. Link process improvement to strategic plan and establish criteria for success. 

3. Allocate appropriate resources. 

4. Train employees and change the culture. 

5. Implement the plan reasonably. 

6. Coordinate efforts throughout the organization. 

7. Publicize results. 

8. Provide rewards and tie results to bonuses and promotions. 

9. Be patient. Have a long-term view. 

A division of the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO) followed these nine steps, allowing it to build a mature process improvement strategy and make it a part of its culture. This is the story of its process improvement journey.

In search of efficiency

NRO, located in Chantilly, VA, designs, builds and operates U.S. reconnaissance satellites. There’s an organization within NRO called management services and operations (MS&O), which provides support for the entire NRO. This includes tasks such as facility management (for example, space management, custodial care and building maintenance), travel claims, media services, logistics and IT support.  

Several years ago, MS&O’s leadership recognized certain practices needed to improve service to NRO customers. At an off-site meeting during the summer of 2004, MS&O leadership decided to adopt the Baldrige criteria as the overall management method for MS&O. 

One of MS&O’s new group chiefs, a trained Black Belt (BB), also suggested using Six Sigma as the process improvement method. The leadership team agreed and laid out a plan to provide resources, training, tracking and rewards for process improvement.

The plan coincided with the nine steps listed earlier. Specifics on NRO’s process improvement implementation are provided to describe some of the obstacles that needed to be conquered in each of the steps.

1. Understand and plan based on the level of maturity. Too often, organizations decide to jump into process improvement without assessing current levels of understanding and the collective level of maturity in relation to process improvement. Support and recognition of the need for change from senior and mid-level managers are critical before beginning a process improvement initiative. Without that support, resources will not be provided, roadblocks will be established, and well-intentioned efforts will fail. 

In Leading Change, John P. Kotter discusses the need for management to acknowledge that change is needed and management’s willingness to take on change. 

"No one individual, even a monarch-like CEO, is ever able to develop the right vision, communicate it to large numbers of people, eliminate all the key obstacles, generate short-term wins, lead and manage dozens of change projects and anchor new approaches deep in the organization’s culture. Weak committees are even worse. A strong guiding coalition is always needed—one with the right composition, level of trust, and shared objective. Building such a team is always an essential part of the early stages of an effort to restructure, reengineer, or retool a set of strategies."1
The MS&O team realized its employees and management did not have a mature process improvement culture. The leadership recognized, however, the need for change and established a senior coalition to implement process improvement at the level it felt would be accepted and used. The coalition determined that training and implementation of process improvement should not be complicated. To be successful, process improvement needed to be accomplished at a basic level of understanding, at least in the early stages of the effort.      

2. Link process improvement to the strategic plan and establish criteria for success. Any successful process improvement implementation must be linked to the organization’s strategic plan. Strategic plans state organizational direction in a mission and vision statement with associated goals and objectives, which are then measured. This formal structure links all activities toward achieving the overall vision of the organization.  

The MS&O strategic plan, shown in Figure 1, links its process improvement efforts directly to its mission. Note the third goal in the strategic plan to "drive breakthrough and continual improvement" is supported by the objective of "set up a continuous improvement program."


Figure 1


To ensure this goal was being met, the MS&O established metrics to track the percentage of employees that have been trained, the number of projects completed and the results of those projects. These metrics were tracked monthly, and additional courses were established as needed to meet these goals.

3. Allocate appropriate resources. Process improvement efforts require resources in training, manpower and support. Phillip Crosby discussed resources needed to implement a quality program in Quality is Free.2 He pointed out that the savings from quality are larger than the expense of resources applied to ensure a quality process.

As in any operation, project or endeavor, if appropriate human and monetary resources are not applied, failure is certain. Many organizations recognize the need to improve and can see the benefits, but they are unwilling to allocate the needed resources to make it happen. Then they wonder why they fail. 

Process improvement teams often have great ideas and enthusiasm, but because of the daily requirements of their jobs, some individuals have been unable to participate fully. If they had just recognized the reality that improvement was an integral part of their jobs, participation wouldn’t have been a question.   

MS&O started its process improvement initiative by hiring a full-time BB to oversee the program. MS&O hired the author as a contractor to teach its Six Sigma course and required supervisors to allow team members to meet on a regular basis and complete team responsibilities on company time. Additional resources and support were identified up front in a team charter provided by management.  

4. Train employees and change the culture. To implement a successful transformation and process improvement, employees must shift the way they think and work. Training is the critical initial step needed to initiate cultural change. Often, organizations try to implement process improvement by training only a few employees. Permanent shifts in organizational culture must involve all employees, and each employee must have at least a basic knowledge of what is expected and how the change will be accomplished.

MS&O planned to train a majority of its employees over a two-year period and set up a training program to accomplish this goal. MS&O started with a course based on the Six Sigma method being taught by one of its sister organizations and adapted the course to meet its needs.
Initially, two-day classes were scheduled every other month in which 20 to 30 students attended the training. Students were assigned projects prior to attending the course so tools and training were directly applied. Each team left the course with a team charter, which included a problem and opportunity statement, a goal, a roster of team members (including a champion) and a high-level project management plan with milestones.

Over time, the course was revised and expanded to three days to include lean tools and methods. Currently, quarterly classes train new employees and include those not previously trained.  

5. Implement the plan reasonably. When implementing a process improvement method, don’t expect results before the program can be fully established. Process improvement takes time and usually does not occur in one month. Once the team is trained and a project is defined, Six Sigma projects normally take between four to six months to complete.

When the U.S. Army implemented its lean Six Sigma (LSS) program in 2006, for example, it issued a formal deployment plan which included training requirements and spelled out the project’s completion—with hard results—would be implemented within six months to meet fiscal requirements. Unfortunately, the startup and training required could not be completed within the six-month time frame, which forced delays of the overall program. 

In Lean Six Sigma for Service, Michael L. George highlighted the successful implementation of process improvement in Fort Wayne, IN. George wrote that public sector organizations should expect a long learning curve. 

"Besides training the [Six Sigma] Black Belts, almost nothing else happened the entire first year except a lot of communication … Once the first few waves of training were completed, awareness and understanding proliferated much faster."3
MS&O did not expect immediate results. It provided training, established a schedule for completion of projects, facilitated project teams and continued to teach and provide assistance. MS&O monitored projected schedules and made adjustments as needed. To date, MS&O has completed 17 projects and has 11 ongoing projects affecting all areas of its operations. Some team members have been working on multiple projects, assisting others and furthering the culture change required to truly improve the organization.   

6. Coordinate effort throughout the organization. Organizations often fail to do a good job of coordinating process improvement efforts across and within the organization. One section of the organization may have an interest in or decide to implement an improvement effort locally without any communication with leadership. This results in suboptimization of process improvement. 

This was the case with the U.S. Army before it officially rolled out its LSS deployment plan in 2006. Letterkenny Army Depot, located in south central Pennsylvania, became enthusiastic about process improvement in 2004 and did an exemplary job of improving its individual processes using lean principles. In fact, the depot was awarded the Shingo Prize in 2005 for its Patriot launcher rebuild program and the Silver Shingo Prize in 2006 for its tactical-wheeled vehicle Humvee recapitalization program.4, 5 

Other depots and similar units across the greater Army organization, however, did not benefit from these improvements. At the time, the Army did not have a systemwide implementation plan.

Because of its management and oversight, MS&O leadership identifies improvement projects it determines are of the most value to the organization and that can relate to other projects, either ongoing or completed. For example, there have been times when two or three related process improvement projects have been selected, and team members were assigned to attend the LSS class in which all related issues were addressed throughout three days of training. MS&O leadership also makes an effort to include every organization under its umbrella to ensure all employees receive training and the entire organization focuses on continual improvement as part of its culture.

7. Publicize results. Everyone likes to be in the spotlight and talk about success stories. Employees are pleased to see their names in print, especially when they are associated with accomplishments that can bolster individual images and the overall corporate image. 

As success stories are told, there is a natural tendency for others to jump on the bandwagon and get involved. In addition, change management is easier to implement and the entire organization is positively affected. An added bonus of publicizing results is the increased likelihood to receive additional funds and resources to continue to improve the organization. 

When the author led a process improvement project with an Air Force squadron, the 325-member squadron applied for the Air Force recognition program based on the Baldrige criteria. After the squadron won at the command level (Europe) and as personnel prepared for the Air Force-wide competition, senior leaders were remarkably willing to approve requests to purchase equipment and supplies to improve facilities and overall operations for the on-site visit. 

MS&O has been exemplary in publicizing its results within the entire NRO. In May 2006, MS&O highlighted six successful improvement projects and published them consecutively in its monthly publication. One team in media services was able to improve on-time delivery of projects from 85 to 98%. This team was also recognized as a finalist in the ASQ International Team Excellence Award competition in 2006. Another team was able to reduce the time it takes to get travel reimbursements by more than 50%.

When other sister organizations expressed interest, they were invited to attend the three-day course and see firsthand how the program worked.  

Story boards, posted on the local network, have been used for each project and helped report the successes of each completed project and its results. The storyboard shown in Figure 2 is a template used by MS&O to track and report the success of each process improvement team. 



Figure 2


8. Provide rewards—tie to bonuses/promotions. Long-term implementation of a process improvement method requires support and involvement from everyone in an organization. Key to making this happen is rewarding those who are involved and implementing improvement projects. 

Most employees require motivation to think about the processes for which they are responsible and to change the way they do business. This can be in the form of team awards, spot bonuses and annual raises or bonuses tied directly to performance evaluation. 

When Bank of America implemented its Six Sigma program, for example, every senior executive was required to attend Green Belt (GB) training and conduct a GB project. Bank of America now has hundreds of senior leadership positions that require Six Sigma training as a prerequisite.6 

Under Jack Welch’s leadership, General Electric (GE) changed its incentive compensation for the entire company so 40% of bonuses were based on Six Sigma results. Like Bank of America, GE senior management positions are filled based on Six Sigma skills, passion and results.7 

MS&O has incorporated these ideas into its management and reward system. Each manager has process improvement as a standard in performance evaluations.  

9. Be patient—have a long-term view. It takes time for process improvement to achieve regular and consistent returns. It does not happen overnight. Organizational culture must change and provide essential training, guidance and follow-up. Leadership support must not waiver or improvement efforts will fail, particularly if organizations are unwilling to take a long-term view.  

Total quality management and quality circles were two methods that came and went without the commitment to see it through. Even when huge investments in training and leadership support exist, the enduring commitment must be kept in mind. Welch, who invested hundreds of millions of dollars in Six Sigma at GE, admitted, "We were three years into Six Sigma before we ‘got it.’"8 

Transformation is difficult, and it takes time to make a significant cultural shift. There will be lapses, backtracking and many successes, but expect complete implementation of any process improvement method to take years. 

MS&O started with a long-term view. Its strategic plan for implementing the Baldrige criteria and process improvement was based on five to 10 years of deployment. MS&O leadership committed to shifting its culture over an extended period of time, recognizing that permanent transformation takes strategic commitment. 

After two years, there is evidence the MS&O culture is embracing continuous improvement. Employees question the status quo, and customer satisfaction is consistently improving. With continued dedication to the long-term view, MS&O will accomplish its goals.  

Sky’s the limit

Process improvement is important to the profitability and success of any organization. It should be approached with the long-term view, including strong leadership support and guidance with proper resource allocation. When successes are achieved, tell the story to all who will listen so others will accept and implement the cultural change. 

If these steps are followed, your organizational culture can change permanently, and process improvement will become a way of doing business, not just a popular passing notion.
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