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<< Industry view

For many companies, the past three years 
have been tough. Shrinking volumes of 
business, stiffer competition and ever-more 
demanding consumers have increased pressure 
on the bottom line. Many have responded 
by reducing staff numbers, cutting back on 
unnecessary spending and “making do” with 
IT systems and infrastructure. 

While these reactions have stabilised 
corporate finances and brought sighs of relief 
from shareholders, in the long term a siege 
mentality will not allow organisations to 
take advantage of the predicted “better times 
ahead”.  

Perhaps surprisingly, now seems like a 
good time to invest for growth in the future, 

although companies should avoid returning 
to the old “status quo”. The mantra should 
be “do more with less” to drive efficiencies, 
without compromising the customer 
experience, and yet still complying with 
ever-changing regulation. Speed to market is 
paramount for organisations that need to stay 
ahead of the competition and in line with the 
regulator. This is where technology can help. 

For organisations that deal with large 
numbers of retail customers, such as financial 
services, telecommunications and utilities, the 
answer is often to deploy a comprehensive 
business process management (BPM) 
application. Originating from the old workflow 
systems that made their mark in the 1990s, 
these technologies now offer a wide range of 
features, to make organisations more efficient, 
reduce costs and improve customer service. 
They also make it easier for managers to 
oversee operational performance and customer 
satisfaction.

The delivery of a BPM solution starts by 
looking at, and refining, the processes on 
which companies run their business. This is 
often achieved by using techniques proven 
in the manufacturing industry such as Lean 
Six Sigma, and applying the technology to 
achieve extraordinary results. By automating 
the delivery of the work, and particularly by 

identifying tasks where human beings add 
no value, significant chunks of activity can 
be performed at greatly reduced costs and in 
a timely manner. Some companies have seen 
productivity increase by as much as 150 per 

cent and have become secure in the knowledge 
that consistent process execution and an 
improved customer experience have been 
achieved.

One key consideration, is whether the 
development and deployment of automated 
processes lies with the IT department or 

in the hands of ‘The Business’. Companies 
that empower business people to configure 
these applications often enjoy a better 
record when speed to market and business 
flexibility is paramount. The IT division is key 
however, to the management and ‘policing’ 
of the technology. With the right balance of 
involvement, organisations can start realising 
benefit within a matter of weeks and can often 
experience total return on investment within 
one year.

There are still some difficult times ahead for 
organisations that rely on consumers parting 
with their money for goods and services, but 
those that embrace new ideas and technologies 
that help them to respond to challenging 
market conditions, and those that meet 
customers’ expectations whilst complying with 
ongoing regulation – all without significantly 
increasing their costs –  will be best positioned 
to succeed in tomorrow’s world. 

Those that do are likely to be doing more 
with less.
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Technology – the fourth utility

“By automating the work, 
and identifying tasks 
where humans add no 
value, significant activity 
can be performed at 
greatly reduced cost”

Process management technology can help organisations to 
improve efficiency and meet customer expectations – and it 
need not cost a fortune

Cuts, savings, waste and efficiency. 
These are very different things with 
very different outcomes.

Everybody, it seems, has a view 
on cuts. Most of the argument is 
about how deep and how soon, 
not really about whether they are 
necessary in the first place. Some 
senior managers, especially in the 
public sector, talk about “making 
cuts without impacting on frontline 
services”. This, of course, is 
impossible.  

Cutting in this context should 
mean ceasing to provide a service, 
capability or resource to the 
customer. If we cut the number of 
times the bin gets emptied, it has an 
impact on the service the customer 
receives. 

Even Sir Philip Green, the 
billionaire businessman, gets 
confused. “The annual cost of 
105,000 mobile phones, mostly with 
one provider, was £21m,” he said, 

adding that it was “inefficient”. It 
was not inefficient; it was, in fact, 
wasteful. Being “inefficient” is 
lacking the ability or inclination to 
deliver outputs for less input; it is a 
performance measure, not a financial 
one. 

The media talk about how “£1.7bn 
will be saved in delaying or stopping 
government contracts and projects”. 
This isn’t a saving, which suggests 
getting more for less money. These 
are just cuts. This is important 
because if, as a business, you 
confuse your terminology, you are 

in real danger of applying the wrong 
solution to the problem, creating an 
undesired outcome. 

If asked to make savings, 
don’t start with cost
If you are asked to save money, the 
tendency is to start with cost and 
ask yourself, where can we save 
money? But you should look at 
quality and delivery first. Quality 
could cover processes, product, 
services or thinking. By eliminating 
poor quality, you cut costs. If you 
simply cut, you are just moving the 
source of poor quality elsewhere. 

The next issue to consider is 
delivery. Once again, if you can 
improve the delivery process - with 
fewer steps, less variation, less waste 
– there will be less cost because you 
are improving efficiency. If we take 
the traditional Lean interpretation 
of waste, as being anything you do 
that the customer would not value 
(i.e. be prepared to pay for) I suspect 
that reducing the budget deficit 
would prove less of a daunting 
task. In your own business, bear in 
mind that cutting waste, eliminating 
sources of poor quality, under or 
over delivery, reduces costs. But cuts 
are just cuts. 

Tools and  
methodologies do help
There are many tools and 
methodologies which, if correctly 
applied, can help businesses to make 
huge savings in almost every aspect 
of their operations. When using 
Lean Six Sigma for example, it is not 
uncommon to see savings of 20-30 
per cent. In blue chip companies, 
this can mean savings of tens of 
millions of pounds.

If the business climate is set to 

get tougher, it is the companies 
that substitute genuine savings 
for “cutting” that will thrive and 
prosper.
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Cuts and savings are not the same thing. If 
you confuse your terminology you may well 
apply the wrong solution

When’s a cut not a cut?
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“This isn’t a saving, 
which suggests 
getting more for less 
money. These are 
just cuts”


