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Process and Innovation
  Analyzing and improving business processes has always been a 

complex undertaking. First, you have to define the current 
process. Then, you need to identify the alternatives and finally. 
Finally, you need to create a design that will significantly 
improve the process. Sometimes, design changes are obvious 
but, in most cases, the design of a new process requires a 
redesign team to imagine an entirely new way of accomplishing 
the task. First, consider what's involved in just figuring out 
what's currently being done. It's a truism that analysts generally 
find what they are looking for. (To a man with a hammer, every 
problem is a nail.) To avoid this, we need analysis 
methodologies that provide a wide range of options. It isn't 
enough to simply determine if waste is being produced, or if the 
output is of a consistent quality, although both are important. 
We need to consider the flow of physical items and the flow of 
information. We need to consider what type of knowledge is 
used to make decisions and where it is used. We need to 
consider whether feedback flows from those responsible for 
determining the success of products in the field, to those who 
actually create the products. We need to examine the 
assumptions that everyone makes about how a process should 
be implemented. And, we need to consider the latest computer 
technologies to determine if some, or all, of the process can be 
automated in a cost-effective manner. 

It takes a rather sophisticated process analysis effort simply to 
determine the current state of a process, as well as gathering 
enough relevant information to stimulate innovative ideas about 
how to make it better. In large companies, individuals study 
new technologies, constantly looking for technical breakthroughs 
that can be integrated with an existing business process to yield 
a competitive advantage. While this approach sometimes yields 
positive results, when processes are really defective, or when 
entering a new line of business, it is generally better to create 
teams that can begin with a blank page and imagine how a new 
process might be organized. 

Many organizations approach process innovation rather like the 
famous New Yorker cartoon that shows a blackboard covered 
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with a mathematical formula, and two professors, one of whom 
is pointing at a spot in the equation, and saying: "And then a 
miracle happens!" 

Innovation can take many forms. I can still remember the first 
time I was shown through a new Texas Instruments chip 
fabrication facility in the late Eighties. There were many 
innovations that had sharply reduced the cost and improved the 
efficiency of the fabrication process, but the innovation that 
most fascinated me was turning all the chip manufacturing 
machines upside down. While exploring various techniques to 
avoid having dust fall on a chip, some clever chap realized that, 
by force of gravity, dust largely falls downward. The machines 
were all automated and didn't care if they worked "upright" or 
"upside down." Only the engineers monitoring the process 
cared, and once they saw the value of the change, they figured 
out how to monitor the "upside down" fabrication. This simple 
physical innovation significantly improved the efficiency of chip 
manufacture. 

A more abstract form of innovation is the current change from 
proprietary software to open source software. The idea that 
software developers will work together, voluntarily, to create 
and maintain complex software products, is still being explored, 
but it has already had some significant successes. Most 
enterprise software developers use Java and Eclipse; however, a 
large number of companies use the Linux operating system and 
many others use the Apache application server. The full 
implications of this innovation in software development and 
maintenance have yet to be determined, but clearly software 
processes throughout the world have been changed in response 
to this innovation. (The book Innovation Happens Elsewhere by 
Ron Goldman and Richard Gabriel, provides a fascinating look at 
how the open source idea has slowly permeated and changed 
the way leading companies do business.) 

In a similar way, inexpensive tags that generate a radio signal 
and report their location using global positioning technology are 
already transforming the way some industries operate. 
Everyone involved in process change is forced to monitor a wide 
range of technologies and innovations to assure that he or she is 
prepared to see new opportunities when new challenges present 
themselves. 

Innovation is an especially hot topic today because many 
companies hope they can do better than simply placing people 
in a room and hoping for a miracle. A number of different 
groups have studied innovation and there are now several 
methodologies available designed to help companies train their 
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employees to innovate more effectively. TRIZ is one 
methodology that has gotten a lot of attention. BPTrends has 
published several articles that report on methodologies that 
make Innovation more likely, or better, make it systematic and 
predictable. (See, for example, our book review of INsourcing 
Innovation, a book by David Silverstein, Neil DeCarlo and 
Michael Slocum, that describes TRIZ, or review the article Why 
Working With Reference Models Increases Innovation, by 
Albrecht Ricken and Ansgar Steinhorst, or Howard Smith's 
February BPTrends Column, Process Innovation: Introducing P-
TRIZ.) 

Like any new idea that gets a lot of buzz, Innovation needs to 
be kept in context. Innovation, in the abstract, may sound 
creative and fun, but it won't necessarily lead to business 
results. Innovation techniques that can be used in business 
process redesign efforts and which consistently lead to better 
solutions, however, are of great value and everyone interested 
in improving the way we redesign processes will want to learn 
about them. 
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