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1 Executive Summary   

Opportunities to reduce operating costs, 

improve risk management and sharpen 

customer response are being missed by 

certain companies with a common trait: 

- they all employ highly skilled labour 

to create high value products and services. 

Examples of such companies are those engaged in: 

¶ engineering : civil, mechanical, electrical and electronics 

¶ high-tech manufacturing 

¶ pharmaceuticals 

¶ professional services 

Such companies often tolerate, or are even unaware of inherent wasteful practices due to the 

ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ΨŎŀƴ ŘƻΩ, entrepreneurial attitude that bright people apply to their work.  

Not only can this cause corporate indifference to the sheer hard work it takes to succeed, but it can 

also mean waste actually grows as clever people enthusiastically create their own solutions to the 

issues they face. 

Profound changes to the structure of business standards based on ISO9001:2000 e.g. ISO9000, 9001, 

9004 and sector-specific derivatives such as AS9100, now encourage waste reduction whilst 

simultaneously improving innovation and operational effectiveness.  They do this by enabling 

companies to: 

¶ uncover cost and mitigate hidden risks; 

¶ optimise the 80% of their operations that are incapable of being automated; 

¶ create protocols to capture, foster and disseminate best practice; 

¶ extend improvement across the value chain; 

¶ reduce  time to market; 

¶ create an operational framework and an underlying culture which will guide, drive, support 

and maintain agility;  

¶ move way beyond the benefits and limitations of Lean, Kaizen and Kanban.   

In this paper we explore these opportunities in more 

detail.   

We also suggest that any company relying on Lean / 

Kaizen / Kanban for its improvement without accounting 

for the changes in business management standards is 

exposing itself to unnecessary risks and costs. 

 

High tech/high value-add businesses are missing huge cost 

and risk saving opportunities 

Their reliance on Lean/Kaizen/Kanban 

is misplaced 
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2 Introduction and purpose   

There is a quiet evolution in the world of 

Best Practice which is having revolutionary 

cultural and communication implications 

for  high-tech/ high value-add, particularly 

engineering (of all types), high-tech 

manufacturing, pharmaceuticals and 

professional services.    

 All share the common trait that they employ highly skilled labour to create high value products and 

services and usually operate to standards based on ISO9001:2000 e.g. ISO9000, 9001, 9004 and 

sector-specific derivatives such as AS9100. 

The evolution in these standards encourages and in some cases requires such companies to move 

their focus from one-way show and tell quality management, to collaborative, multi-way 

engagement of their workforces in on-going operational improvement. 

The impact is potentially very positive. 

Adopted properly this change of approach will enable a business to reduce its operational costs and 

risks and improve its speed of market response: 

- vital survival traits in a recessionary economy and worthy of understanding in full.   

That is why we have published this paper. 

 

In section 3 we explore the new and radical principle that change to the standards embodies: the 

move from box-ticking bureaucracy to a genuine means to improve business.  

In section 4 the relevance of the change to our current, recessionary times is examined.   

In section 5 we explain how the change impacts the main beneficiaries: engineering, high-tech 

manufacturing, pharmaceuticals and professional services.   

In section 6 we discuss how the change can practically be made to work and describe the 

requirements for improvement.   

In section 7 we examine the relationship between the standards and Lean/Kaizen/Kanban protocols 

and in section 8 we draw conclusions.  Sections 9 and 10 provide further sources of help and advice. 

To date, businesses have largely missed these opportunities  

Businesses adopting this change will reduce costs and risks 

and improve market response 
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The change is not new, it has existed as a statement of intent within the major standards regimes for 

several years.  But, as far as we can see, its strategic impact and potential to transform businesses 

has been largely missed. 

That could be due to the interpretation oŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘΩ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǊŜŘ-tape and 

compliance connotations, a misconceived disjunction between quality and bottom line results and 

/or limited operational understanding of how to move from a bureaucratic state to one of 

continuous improvement with all of the positive reinforcing benefits that implies.   

It is for all these reasons that we are particularly bringing this paper to the attention of business 

leaders. 
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3 The principle: f rom box -ticking to bottom line improvement  

Early standards attainment was largely about 

codification: stating what the organisation did and how 

it did it.  Modern best practice, especially that following 

the introduction of ISO 9001:2000 and its derivatives, 

has moved very firmly to improving the 'how': 

transforming accreditation from box-ticking bureaucracy to a valuable tool for continuous 

operational improvement.   

This involves moving the organisation through a series of progressive steps shown in the diagram 

below.  

 

3.1 From chaos to commitment  

The move from a chaotic situation to one where there is a commitment to change can largely be 

achieved by codification since at this point the requirement to change the hearts and minds of the 

workforce is minimal. 

3.2 From commitment to enabling the change  

Enablement of the change requires the creation of a much more comprehensive system: one which 

not only enables quality to be managed but also enables staff, partners and suppliers to be engaged 

in the business improvement process.   

In standards terms, this is both new and radical. 

 

This change is radical 
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3.3 From enablement to continuous improvement  

Moving from codification to continuous improvement 

can for some companies, represent a major cultural 

leap since it cannot be achieved without clear, top-

down leadership and a concurrent commitment to 

become one of the best.  But the benefits in terms of 

improved business agility, reduced risks and lower costs are enormous.  

3.4 From continuous improvement to class leading  

The ultimate goal is to create class leading, totally contiguous, agile business activity which focuses 

on learning and the rapid response to market challenges.  

 In the following section we explore the benefits before going on to consider how to take the steps 

outlined above. 

The ultimate goal is focused activity 
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4 The relevance to recessionary times  

4.1 Cost and risk reduction  

By engaging their workforces in best 

practice improvement, businesses uncover 

and mitigate risks and costs that might have 

previously been unknown to management.   

This comes down to the detail of what best practice is all about: human processes.  Human 

processes comprise of activities which people undertake repeatedly and consistently in order to 

complete the goals that are set for them. 

They differ markedly from automated workflow processes in that they: 

¶ are rarely routine (if they were they would be automated); 

¶ are often much larger in scale; 

¶ may be highly complex; 

¶ may run over timescales which are magnitudes greater than those for automated 

processes.   

As an example take the sales process for a civil engineering contract and compare it with the 

automated process for completing an online book sale.   

¢ƘŜ ǎŀƭŜǎƳŀƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ǿƛƭƭ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ŀ ΨǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΩ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ 

closing multi-million pound sales.  It may run over months or even years and will be much more 

about psychology and the reading of political nuances as it will about presenting facts and ideas.  In 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƭŜǎƳŀƴΩǎ ǎƪƛƭƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

years. 

Codifying that as a human process for others to follow will enable juniors and replacements to learn 

the same skills and consistently apply them long after that talented individual has left the company. 

The online book sale requires no such personal selling skill.  It is transactional and the only 

underlying skill will have been provided by the team of people that analysed the best method of 

transacting a sale online and the software developers who wrote the computer code to process it. 

Uncovering risks and costs in the book sale is largely about analysing code and the effectiveness of 

the screen design in enabling the transaction. 

Doing the same for the engineering sale is much more complex.  It involves codifying,  measuring 

and understanding what a clever human being is doing and the nuances of his best practices which 

make him a much better salesman than his competitors.  This was the essence of the early standards 

regimes but only very rarely did employers go into the detail of the process to understand the nature 

of its underlying competitive advantage.   

Few approaches uncover hidden issues as well as this 
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Part of the reason was that the tools 

were not available to do that.  Now 

they are and through rapid process 

visualisation and the ability to 

exchange ideas collaboratively within a 

secure best practice management system, the detail of such competitive advantage can be captured 

easily and very quickly.   

Visualising a process in a way that any business manager or relevant end user can understand is the 

key which unlocks the raft of business benefits inherent in this quiet best practice evolution.    Once 

a human process is visualised in the right way (i.e. unambiguously and consistently) it can be 

understood by all.  That opens it up to critical appraisal and qualitative improvement: the essence of 

continuous improvement.   

With the right system, a human ΨprocessΩ can be measured and quantitatively analysed to see how 

long it takes and to identify where the bottlenecks and cost points lie. 

As a result inefficiencies can be identified: both within the process and in the interactions it has with 

other processes across the value chain, thus enabling value chain analysis to be undertaken and 

efficiency improvements made.  

It is not unusual to see operational efficiency gains of up to 15% identified through such analysis. 

A similar analysis can be undertaken to identify hidden risks.   Risks due to delays, activity loops and 

missing links to other processes can be readily identified; none of which would be possible without 

the unique visualisation that this type of analysis enables.   

Often this activity can be extended to measure and manage the performance of critical processes as 

they apply in real time e.g. on client projects.   

In this way best practice as codified in a human process can be seamlessly translated in project 

management best practice enabling compliance with management standards and risk management 

to be extended into the field and onto client projects.   

Further reduction of costs and risks can be made by linking critical documents and data to the 

process so that the individuals following it have everything they need at their fingertips, pre-vetted 

and controlled from the centre.  This has the additional benefit of hugely improving human 

effectiveness.  New employees joining the company get up to speed quicker and existing employees 

spend less time hunting amongst multiple workflow systems and data repositories for the 

information they need to complete a task. 

  

It is not unusual to see operational gains of up to 15%  
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4.2 Reduced time to market  

By extending improvement across their 

value chain from supplier right through to 

customer, businesses reduce their time to 

market and create both an operational 

framework and an underlying culture which 

guide, drive, support and maintain agility 

going forward. 

In a recessionary market all businesses are naturally cautious about expansion.  But in any market 

conditions, agile businesses are able to respond more quickly to change i.e. they are able to more 

easily scale up when demand is strong or down when demand is about to fall.   Very often they can 

also anticipate that change in demand more quickly.  

The ability to do this derives from a detailed understanding of process at all levels: from corporate 

goal to operational delivery and from supplier to customer.   That in turn necessitates a view of 

process which is much more comprehensive than the narrow systemic view taken by many business 

analysts.  It must incorporate the practices which people follow: the human processes described 

above. 

4.3 Optimisation of up to 80% of your business 

In businesses which operate business 

models optimised for automation such as 

call centres and high volume 

manufacturing, it is easy to assume that 

automation can improve efficiency across 

the majority of processes.   

This is not the case.  In even the most internet-enabled or high throughput manufacturing 

businesses only a maximum of 20% of processes can be automated.   

 

When one looks at the value chain 

for a typical manufacturing company, 

as shown below, it is easy to see 

why.  Only those activities circled in 

blue are fully automated; those 

shown with a dashed outline are 

partially automated. 

The possibilities for immediate and sustainable benefits are 

enormous 

Automation can only improve 20% of the business.  This 

improves 80%.   
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A more complicated, professional services value chain - in this case for a typical construction 

managed services company ς is shown below.   With this, the scope for automation is even less. 

 




























