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Research Alert No. 13 – May 2010

Article - Why Lean doesn't work in service organisations (John Seddon, Sterling Performance, May 2010)

Professor John Seddon explains why Lean doesn't live up to expectations within service organisations. Lean (and, for that matter, Six Sigma as well) aim to reduce variation. According to Seddon this doesn't work for service organisations, because within service variation is inherent - hence the work should be designed to absorb variation. 

Keywords: systems thinking, lean six sigma

Research Alert No. 12 – April 2010

Video (15:35) - Dr. Deming's management's five deadly diseases (Deming Institute 1984)

In this video, professor W. Edwards Deming (known for his contribution to Toyota’s production system and to systems thinking and process improvement) talks about what he considers to be the biggest problems of management practice: 

1. Lack of constancy of purpose - no planning for the future; lack of long-term definition and goals

2. Emphasis on short term profits – worship of quarterly dividend and sacrificing long-term growth

3. Annual rating of performance – arbitrary systems, demoralizing employees and encouraging fear

4. Mobility of management – no roots in the company, no knowledge of culture

5. Running a company on visible figures alone.

For more information on Deming and his development of systems theory: visit the Deming Wikipage and the W. Edwards Deming Institute.

Keywords: system thinking, management, business process improvement

Video (39:12) - Deliverology destroys service: Professor John Seddon addresses the faculty of California State University (lecture)

On 10 April 2010, management thinker John Seddon of the UK addressed the California Faculty Association Assembly with his critique of deliverology as it was implemented and failed in England. He addresses the principles involved in 'command and control' versus 'systems' management and how each operates in an enterprise, whether it be in the public or private sphere. Must see for anyone interested in education and/or organisational development.

Keywords: systems thinking, education, learning

Research Alert No. 11 – March 2010

Video (30:00) - Seminal moments that informed the evolution of the Vanguard Method (John Seddon, November 2009)

Summary: Professor John Seddon talks about the seminal moments that led to the creation, and informed the evolution of his systems thinking method. Interesting, and quite funny at times.

Keywords: systems thinking, BPI

Blog - A blind pursuit of targets (The ecology of knowledge, Ronald Anderson, March 8, 2010) 

Summary: Short blog on how the lack of understanding complex systems, still drives political and managerial targets, leading to a series of hospital scandals in the UK, costing the lives of patients. This is illustrated by two articles in the Sunday Times. Anderson references Dave Snowden and others who have repeatedly pointed out that applying outcome management to a complex system, does more harm than good. Also a reference is made to systems thinking (John Seddon) in an earlier post of Anderson and Andreas Whittam Smith: There is nothing as stupid as targets. Andreas Whittam-Smith: "Targets motivate people to do the wrong thing. (...) System performance is 95% down to system conditions and only 5% to elements of performance attributed to the individual." 

Keywords: complexity, target setting, cost management, systems thinking

Research Alert No. 10 – February 2010

Article - Culture Change is free (John Seddon, first published by Quarterly World, 2009)

Summary: In this article John Seddon relates how he got from being a culture change consultant, focussed on changing people, to being a systems thinker and practitioner, focussed on changing the way the work is done. Interestingly, in his experience, organisational culture changes are a result of changes in the way the work is done, and not - as is often assumed - vice versa. So rather than spend money on programmes to engage employees and get them customer focussed etc., according to Seddon organisations should focus on improving their system, thereby effectuating high customer satisfaction, high employee engagement and a substantial reduction of costs.

Keywords: strategy, systems thinking

Blogpost, humour - Six Sigma and innovation (Mitch Ditkoff, Blogging Innovation, February 15, 2010)

Summary: Critical post on Six Sigma, mentioning a.o. the negative effects of Six Sigma on innovation at 3M. The post concludes with 'The Gotta have a Process Blues' of which the first lines run as follows: 

"I woke up this morning,

put both feet on the floor,

but I didn't have a process

to find the bathroom door...".

Enjoy!

Keywords: business process improvement, lean six sigma, innovation

Research Alert No. 9 – January 2010

Video (07:40) - Economies of scale - It's a myth! (Vanguard Systems Thinking Review, January 2010)

Summary: John Seddon introduces his private sector clients Laurence Barrett and Rob Brown, who explain why they first tried and then rejected front office/back office shared services. They explain that the thinking and assumptions, based upon economies of scale, are flawed, and a better set of assumptions are economies of flow. Their views are quite pertinent to both public and private service companies, including retail banks.

Keywords: systems thinking, BPI

Video (30:00) In Business - Doing it Wrong (Russell Ackoff, BBC, January 2010)

Summary: We have featured Russell Ackoff before in our Research Alert, a.o. as author of Management f-Laws - The common sins of management. Ackoff was a very interesting systems thinker: a business school professor who thought that business schools were a block on management thinking and who delighted in pointing out the flaws in the way companies work. Before he died at the age of 90 in October 2009, he gave Peter Day some insights into his unconventional approach to getting things done. 

He says so much in this interview that it is hard to compress into single syllable management lessons. Highly recommended.

Keywords: systems thinking, management, education

Research Alert No. 8 – November 2009

Article - Fit for the future: Six steps to improving productivity (John Seddon, Management Services Journal, 2008)

A major 'disease' of 20th century organizations is in their design and traditional management practice which often leads to suboptimalization. Focus on costs and budget make costs go up. Seddon explains in 6 steps how to introduce system thinking (understand and manage an organization as a system to improve productivity and employees morale) in service organizations. He discusses value demand: what matters most to customers and failure demand: failure to do something right the first time. According to systems thinking, core processes are defined by the transactions with customers: the flow of work. When managers act on their organization as a system, performance always improves.

Keywords: systems thinking, business process improvement, management, engagement

To receive a copy, please send an email to ING Business School
List of free resources – Change management resources and articles (Vanguard Scotland)

Summary: List of links to free resources and articles about systems thinking & process redesign. Interesting for anyone into process optimisation (Lean Six Sigma).

Keywords: systems thinking, business process improvement

Research Alert No. 7 – October 2009

Professor Russell Ackoff (February 12, 1919 – October 29, 2009) was one of the great pioneers of systems thinking. If you haven't heard from him before, you may want to read Steven G. Brant's article in The Huffington Post: "Russel Ackoff: "Einstein of Problem Solving" has died". 

Quote: "(...) before Russell Ackoff and his fellow organizational development theorists made their discoveries in the period following WWII, the management world assumed that solving the problem of how to make organizations work better required using Analysis: breaking the problem (the organization) up into its component parts... fixing those parts (including "those people") that were broken... and putting the organization back together, with the expectation that it would then work. This mechanical view of problem-solving was made obsolete by the development of Systems Thinking, through which making organizations work better was redefined in recognition of the role played by the design of the entire system. Synthesis - the thinking method involving seeing how different elements in a system interact with each other - replaced analysis as the method of developing breakthrough operational improvements (otherwise known as Innovation)." Here are some lectures by Russell Ackoff we would like to recommend:

Video - Dr. Russell Ackoff: Systems Thinking - Keynote at ICSTM May 19, 2004 

part A (10:13) part B (10:17) part C (10:13)

Video - Dr. Russell Ackoff: Learning together - Exploring systems thinking 

part 1 (4:37) part 2 (7:39) part 3 (9:50)

Keywords: systems thinking, process improvement, management innovation

Video - Systems thinking for service centres (John Seddon)

Summary: Short explanation of systems thinking for service organisations. Seddon mentions 2 common management mistakes.

1. A failure to understand the nature of demand (all demand is treated as 'units of production', whereas in practice part of the demand actually is failure demand).

2. A mistaken assumption that workers can be held accountable for the work (while actually 95% of the variation in the workers performance is to do with the system). 

Keywords: systems thinking, Seddon, Lead Six Sigma, LSS, process improvement, management innovation

Podcast - Rethinking lean service (Systems Thinking Review, August 2009)

Podcast authored by John Seddon on re-examining lean in the light of the latest learning in systems thinking. Seddon explores the development of 'factory thinking' in service management literature, with emphasis on standardization and offshoring. He argues that opportunity for significant performance improvement as exemplified by Toyota was lost. 

Keywords: systems thinking, process improvement, lean, service management

Research Alert No. 6 – September 2009

Article – A tool too far: A systems perspective on targets (Systems Thinking Review)

Systems thinker John Seddon explains what is wrong with managing by targets. The article concludes with a long and interesting list of references, among others to an article about the head of one of Britain’s largest hospital trusts who resigned this year because he feared that an obsession with government targets would put patients’ lives at risk.

Keywords: process improvement, system thinking, management

Research Alert No. 5 – August 2009

Video - Culture change is free (John Seddon, Human Givens Institute, 2009)

Target Obsession Disorder laid bare; how to improve organisations by abandoning targets. Lecture given at the 2009 conference of the Human Givens Institute. Beginning with an extensive example of retail banking, John Seddon explains why targets make organisations worse and controlling costs always makes costs higher. Highly recommended. 

Article - Rethinking Lean Service (John Seddon, Brendan O’Donovan & Keivan Zokaei, Vanguard, July 2009)

This paper explores the development of ‘factory thinking’ in the service management literature, with its emphasis on standardisation and off-shoring in order to achieve economies of scale and reduce unit costs. It argues that the development of the ‘lean’ movement continued this focus on managing cost and activity. As a result, ‘lean’ became synonymous with ‘process efficiency’ and the opportunity for significant performance improvement as exemplified by Toyota was lost. By revisiting the ideas behind Ohno’s Toyota Production System, a systems service management archetype is proposed as an alternative.

To receive a copy, please send an email to ING Business School
Research Alert No. 3 – June 2009

Article - Six Sigma's growing pains (Industry Week, April 15, 2009)

From the article (by Steve Minter): “(...) is Six Sigma's reign as the answer to company productivity improvement coming to a close? Headlines such as "Why Six Sigma is on the Downslope" and "Six Sigma: So Yesterday" seem to support that impression. In a recent study, executive recruiting firm The Avery Point Group found that calls for managers with lean knowledge exceeded that for Six Sigma talent by almost 11%, reflecting what Tim Noble, the company's managing principal, called "an indication that they see lean as a better and more practical hedge against today's tough economic challenges." ”

Blogpost - The occult insignificance of meaningless numbers (David Snowden, www.cognitive-edge.com)

Post by professor David Snowden about the bounded applicability of Six Sigma. Starting off with a 'rant' (as he himself describes it), Snowden discusses 7 points of critique regarding the way Six Sigma is applied within organisations. Worth a read for LSS belts and other people involved in and touched by LSS process improvement initiatives.
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This Alert SPECIAL contains information on and links to videos, blogs and reports.


ING PC’s have firewall restrictions, so a solution might be to watch the videos from home. 





Find the Alert on the intranet.





Subscribe: send us an email. You could subscribe with your private mail-address to watch videos at home.
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