Time is not the same as timing
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There is not much new knowledge out there, but there is plenty that is unheeded or not served in a way which is apparent to the one searching.  The following is a series on concepts which solve organzational problems.  They are not fully understood nor practiced.  However if a company can grasp these points and make them a growing part of it’s organizational learning, it will have a competitive edge.  To get the most out of the concepts, think of the different areas in your organization they may apply, then try to transfer the understanding to those doing the work.  You will be surprised with the results.

Don’t Confuse Time With Timing  Too often we treat these the same.  Usually when we say we don’t have enough time, we really mean things are happening on top one another which means we have a problem with timing.  Not enough time infers we need more staff or more resources.  This cry usually occurs when the amount of work exceeds the capacity of the staff.  The first question which needs to be asked is  Is this continuous or does it happen at certain points in time?  

Time Problems  If it is continuous, it is a candidate for adding staff or equipment/technology to leverage your existing staff.  This doesn’t require much explanation for we all know how to add staff or resources.  Be careful though, fixing a timing problem this way may lead to more trouble, more employee downtime, discontent....  If it happens at specific times or when certain condition are ripe, it is more than likely a timing problem. 

Timing Problems  Solving timing problems are like unclogging a freeway.  Traffic jams only happens twice a day, but boy are they miserable.  And whole day is characterized by those two periods.  The best way to fix freeway congestion is to breakout what is controllable and what is not.  The controllable are yours to work with and the uncontrollable are yours to influence.

The Controllable
Treat the work as a tubular process with a restriction at various points.  These restrictions are filled with activities and conditions which shut off the flow of evenly balanced production.  We open up this restriction up by taking an aerial view of what goes on and see what can be pulled away from the stress producing times.  Try the following laundry list:

· Can activities be prepared ahead or behind the critical time?

· Can operations be combined to benefit?

· Can existing tasks be eliminated without costing the process?

· Can teamwork rally to evenly share the load until the storm is over?

· Can incoming work be staged?

· Can other areas feeding the workload defer or divert to the least congested pathways without loss or trade-offs?

· Can technology or process simplification be employed?

· Can warnings prepare the staff for the gusts of work?

· Can activities be segregated as critical and non critical so the staff can concentrate on activities of most importance?

· And the list goes on ...

By the way, the ones who have the best ideas are the ones who have the most to gain from an uncongested work flow.  Engage the workforce.  You will be amazed at what they will drum up.

A word of warning though.  Many times freeing up one log jam simply causes another backlog downstream.  Try to predict this and open the downstream restrictions first for a more smooth implementation.

The Uncontrollable
These elements are not always as immovable as we might think.  At a creativity conference, some creative transportation specialists from Holland said they had done everything they could to reduce congestion.  So if they couldn’t change the traffic, could they change its effect on those who are stuck in it.  The driver aren’t going anywhere so you might as well practice on your meditation.  So they began working on building up the tolerance of people by having a bill boards encouraging drivers to relax.  They had musac type radio traffic station for calming the pace etc. .

Many times the flow of incoming work can be influenced.  Do those upstream areas sending sporadic work your way know what impact it is having?  Many times simply communicating provides the understanding that convinces them to change.  Is there pre-work upstream that can help out.  It is sometimes better to suboptimize a $10 per minute process upstream than it is a $100 per minute process that is in crisis.  One hospital employeed this concept by giving the late surgeon an IOU ($6 for each minute he delayed the case) as a friendly reminder.

Another way to influence the uncontrollable is to change what you reward.  You can’t pay for A and expect B.  The government wants the public get off credit and move toward savings, yet they tax our savings and give deductions for credit.  If a fundamental change takes place in what is rewarded, the culture which is effected slowly shifts that direction.  So try the following to influence those uncontrollable elements of workflow:

· Make it mutually beneficial to change the schedule of incoming work

· Reward the positive and discourage the negative flow of work

· Provide a fundamental understanding on how uneven workflow negatively affects the whole, adversely affects the customer, and ultimately effects the one sending the workload.  Try to balance the whole for the best overall benefit

One Final Note  It is amazing how much time is wasted, productivity is lost and worst of all the customers suffer just because we don’t address these two type problems correctly.  Take a challenge, share this distinction with your departments and ask them collectively to find its solutions in their applications.  
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