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Systems are not just IT

It happens often. When you mention systems to a business owner, their first thought is IT, the
electronic information systems, software, or mobile apps that hold and communicate
information. We want to expand this point of view to include all the moving parts in your
business that are required for it to exist, function, be efficient, and realize the best return of
investment on your time and money. Systems are the foundation of how your business runs.

To explore this point of view let's dig deeper into some systems you may have already.

e Do you have a program or spreadsheet that tracks inventory?

e Or a program that generates employee schedules?

e How about the way your business phone is answered or how a customer is greeted when
they walk into your business?

These are all systems for running your business and they exist in many different mediums, and
formats.

Systems go beyond the documentation and programs. They also include the people that run the
systems. To look at how people are part of a system, let's take the first example above -
tracking inventory. Many businesses depend on an inventory software program or spreadsheet
to update and refer to for inventory information. It may have fields for: name of item, humber of
items, received dates, sold dates, and pricing for each product. However, the inventory tracking
system doesn't start or end with data on inventory in a software program or spreadsheet.
Tracking inventory also involves the people who use these programs. For example, what
positions in the business add, delete, or change the information? Does the purchasing agent
when they order an item? How about the receiver when the item is delivered to your business?
Or, the production manager when the item is about to be used? Or, the shipping clerk when it is
sold? Chances are all of these positions (and more) are involved with inventory tracking.
Therefore, your system that tracks inventory includes the electronic system and it also includes
a multitude of other systems used by your team to ensure your business has accurate and
relevant information.

This example shows that systems also include people in the business. It's people who take
action to utilize your electronic systems for the benefit of your business. The documented how-to
systems that direct and support people ensure your business is consistently getting work done
accurately and in a timely manner.
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While some systems are step-by-step directions with illustrations other examples are; checklists,
on-line templates, business forms, training guides, and meeting agendas. If you were to list all
the systems in your business (and you should!) it would be quite a long list. You and your
employees engage in a "system of work" when you open the office, order supplies, schedule
meetings, answer the phone, pay bills, or send out invoices. While you may not have a step-by-
step written system for these activities - you or your employees are engaging in a systemic
process of taking action to accomplish a result.

As you continue reading, we want you to think outside the computer box, look all around your
business, and see with new eyes all the systems you have in place. Our challenge to you is to
see your business with a different point of view, as a business full of systems working together
for a specific result.

Systems Should be Owned by the Business

In the last section, we started exploring systems beyond

the electronic programs and applications your business relies on. We
expanded your point of view that your business is run on different
kinds of systems. Everything that happens in your business is based
on a system. Now, we want to challenge you to explore the degree
to which your business is at risk as a result of not owning the
systems being used to achieve results.

Too often when working with businesses, we find systems are not
owned by the business. Instead, they are owned by the people that
are employed by the business. The operating intelligence of a business walks out the door every
night, and if the business is lucky, walks back in at the beginning of the next business day. It
basically comes down to this: your business is made of great people, but it is at risk if what the
great people are doing every day isn't in writing and available to put into the hands of other
great people.

In many cases, this is discovered when a new employee is trained. For example, how is a new
employee trained on making a call to a client? You may say, "Well, we would show them how."
But who specifically is 'we'? And what if everyone in the 'we' made the assumption that another
employee showed the person how to call a client? In this scenario, the new employee didn't get
trained at all! Hopefully, this new employee asks someone before a mistake happens.

The above example probably won't have a large impact on the business. However, it could be a
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big problem if it was something more substantial, as in completing a purchase order for a large
client. How is a hew employee trained to do that? The answer is by following a system. The
business should have a system in place for this new employee to follow. If instead, training the
new employee to complete the purchase order is having an experienced employee show them,
then the business doesn't own the system. The experienced employee with the knowledge owns
it. Therefore, if the experienced employee won the big lottery and didn't come back to work, the
knowledge they own to complete purchase orders also isn't coming back.

But, if the experienced employee who knows how to complete a purchase order documented the
steps, and those steps were accessible to others, then it is now a system owned by the business.
So, if the experienced employee wins the big lottery and doesn't come back to work, someone
else in the business could access the system, follow it, and complete a purchase order. The
business is in a better place not to suffer a large loss.

We here at Benchmark Business Group encounter these scenarios often with businesses. This is
the reason we recommend every business have a designated location for all systems. Each
business has different needs on how its systems are organized and accessed; it could be in the
form of a written manual, binder, or even an electronic file. Systems can also be organized by
function, department, or position. The key is, as long as systems are documented, others can be
plugged into them, and the risk to your business is reduced, because the business owns the
system.

Our challenge to you this week is to have each of your employees identify the top
three systems for their position. Have each employee write the systems, and document them
for others to follow. Here is an example of what should be included in a documented system:

e System Title

e Objective of the System

e Responsible Position for the System

e Positions using the System

e Required Resources

e Competencies and Skills

e Process Illustration

e System Standards

e Measures and Scores

e Step-by-Step Outline with Position Responsible for each Step
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We created a template for documenting systems. If you would like to receive an electronic
version of this blank template, you can email us.

Systems Question

Quote: "Your system is perfectly designed to give you the results
you're getting." W. Edwards Deming

Our thoughts: Here at Benchmark Business Group we talk about the
design of a business often. Over and over again, we find that a
business that is designed intentionally gets results. In contrast, when
a business is not designed, or designed by default, it gets results that are inconsistent, results
that are by chance, or even no results at all. And, these businesses usually are the ones with
high turnover, low morale, and/or slow growth. However, when these businesses make changes
to improve their systems and their employees are engaged in those systems, then it becomes
intentionally designed. And a business that is set-up with successful systems tends to have
productive, happy employees. In addition, we found these employees are excited about their
role and their purpose in making the business successful.

Question: Looking back on the last problem within your business. Was it a problem with an
employee? Or was it the systems in your business that didn't work?

Your System Mantra

As business development experts we are systems junkies! There is
nothing we love more than working with our clients to design a new
system or getting to the bottom of why an existing system doesn't
work and then helping to redesign it. Ideally, businesses are full of
documented work systems and people are using those systems to
achieve predictable consistent results. This might lead one to think
that when all systems are in place the business is set, right? That would be true only if
businesses are stagnate. But as you know businesses are not stagnate... they are dynamic...
they are constantly changing. To ensure your business systems change along with the needs of
your business, you need a way to PROVE they work, and to IMPROVE them if needed. "Use,
Prove, or Improve" is a mantra that should be in the hearts and minds of everyone in your
business. The process of using systems, proving they work, or suggesting ways to improve them
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when they don't work is a simple, effective, real-time way to ensure your business systems are
in alignment with the ongoing needs of your business. And everyone in your business can
participate.

Use

Systems are created to be used. They are carefully designed to be used and through use, to get
specific results. To ensure consistent results, systems should be used exactly as they were
designed. If employees use systems any way they want (or not at all) then the business is not
run by systems, but by individual employees. In this scenario the business has no idea what to
evaluate: the system, the employee, or a system that is not even known. However, if employees
are engaged in systems as intended, the business can be confident in evaluating the success of
the system.

If you discover an employee is not using a system, take the time to discover why! There are
many reasons employees don't use a system, here are a few common ones:

They don't understand it

They aren't aware of it

They have found a better way of getting the result
They feel it slows them down

They feel it's cumbersome

It isn't easy to access

They don't understand how it sets others up for success

Yes, employees are supposed to use systems - but if they aren't, don't be quick to jump to a
conclusion about the reason. Take the time to learn the user's point of view and be open to the
possibility of discovering something important. You, or another employee, may want to work
side by side, using the system and discussing how it works, or how it can be improved. If the
issue is simply the employee isn't using a system, reconnect them to the heart and logic of the
system - why the system exists and how it benefits them, others in your business, or your
customers. Educate them on their role in "Use, Prove, or Improve" by telling them one of the
most important things they can do is prove a system needs to be improved! Of course, the only
way to do that is to use a system consistently!

Prove

Here at Benchmark Business Group, we strongly believe it is each employee's responsibility to
use and prove systems. It is the employee's responsibility, while using a system, to prove that it
works, or prove that it doesn't work. We recommend you encourage every employee to give
suggestions on ways to change the system for better results. Take the time to celebrate and
congratulate an employee that proves a system needs to be improved! Systems can get
outdated, become inefficient, or be overly complicated. Especially when a new system is rolled
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out you want your team to get out their red pens and get critical! You need them to prove a
system works, or suggest ways for it to work better. Proving a system works isn't just about
finding fault, employees must also be a part of suggesting improvements.

Improve

As mentioned previously, systems are dynamic. They are evolving and changing as your
business needs change. So when a system is used and proven not to get the results it was
desighed to get, then the system needs to be improved. "Use, Prove, Improve" isn't about only
telling the company what is wrong about a system; it's about employees taking ownership to
suggest improvements, to be a part of making work - work better. Improving a system can be
as simple as moving a desk or a shelving unit for more efficiency. Or, as complicated as hiring
and training more employees. It can also be expensive, such as needing new software or
equipment. Employees can and should suggest improvements; however, they also need to
understand your business has priorities on what can be focused on and limits to the amount of
time and money it can commit to solutions. Keep in mind every suggestion is a good one, but
not all are possible. Every suggestion is an invitation for a robust, transparent conversation with
employees on process improvement. And, as you may guess, even when a system is improved,
it still isn't final. All systems in a business are continuously being used, proved, or improved. The
cycle never ends. A business relies on its employees to keep the systems running to match the
dynamic needs of the business. The culture of a business should include the importance of every
employee to use, prove, and help to improve each and every system.

A business needs to make sure all systems are working and being worked. Systems need to be
owned by the business and not in the heads of the people walking in and out every day.
Systems need to be documented and accessible for employees to easily put into action. Lastly,
they need to be used, proved and improved continuously. If you have well-designed systems in
place that are used, proved, and improved by your employees then your business is set up for
success.
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