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Process Improvement Basics 



UW’s Future 

2 



Agenda 
   

 Welcome 

 Learning Objectives 

 Roles & Responsibilities 

 Evolution of Improvement 

 Improvement Approaches 

 The People Factor 

 Improvement Tools 

 Close 
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Learning Objectives  
   

 Overview of Continuous Improvement (CI)  

 Understand roles in Improvement  

 Experience using improvement tools 

 Plan for an improvement  
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Activity 
Capturing Improvement Ideas 

 
What changes could you make to improve the experience of 

students, faculty and staff? 
 

Consider these factors: 
ÅChanges that align with your unit’s strategic direction 
ÅImpact of the problem 
ÅMeasurability 
ÅCauses a lot of pain to you and others 

Write down as many ideas as you can think of in  
the next three minutes. 
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Bain and Company has typically found several 
common drivers of inefficiency in higher education 

Administrative inefficiency examples we (B&C) have heard: 

Å “We have numerous student services organizations spread out under five Vice 
       Chancellors” 

Fragmentation 

Å “There are 1000+ people who prepare purchase orders and each department has 
       its own process” 

Lack of 
standardization 

Å “We have to reduce the number of supervisors – staff are incented to become 
       supervisors to get paid better” 

Unneeded hierarchy 

Å “There are multiple approvals required for every sign off” 

Å “We need to track fund source for every activity” 
Complexity 

Å “There is duplication of effort as HR people in each department have to figure 
      out how to do the same work” Redundancy 

Å “Many people fill out time sheets with pen and paper” Lack of  
automation 

Misaligned incentives 

Å “Individuals optimize locally at the expense of the University” 

Å “Departments are not billed for the energy they consume” 

Å “There’s no funding strategy for common goods” 
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Evolution of Improvement 

 Post WWII – Japan’s industrial system destroyed. Had reputation 
for cheap imitation products and illiterate workforce. 

 Early 1950’s – Influenced by American gurus Deming, Juran, and 
Feigenbaum, Quality Management practices developed in 
Japanese plants and became a national preoccupation over the 
following 10 years. 

 Late 1960’s/Early 1970’s – Japan’s imports to US & Europe 
increased significantly due to its cheaper, higher quality products 
compared to Western counterparts. 

 Early 1980’s – Total Quality Management (TQM) programs 
introduced in Western companies. 

 1990’s – Lean Thinking and Toyota Management Principles 
Department of Trade & Industry, www.dti.gov 
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An Evolution of Approaches 
 

 Total Quality Management (TQM):  A management approach for an organization, centered on 
quality, based on the participation of all its members and aiming at long-term success through 
customer satisfaction, and benefits to all members of the organization and society. 

 Reengineering:  The radical redesign of an organizations’ processes. Introduced in 1995, massive 
layoffs were often a result. 

 Management by Walking Around (MBWA)  Tom Peters:  Leadership is central to the quality 
improvement process. MBWA accomplishes the following: Listening, Teaching, and Facilitating. 

 Lean Thinking:  Based on manufacturing engineering principles with the primary goal of 
eliminating waste and increasing flow. 

 Toyota Way - Toyota Production System:  Two key principles in Toyota’s approach: Continuous 
Improvement (Kaizen) and Respect for People.   

 

 Lean Higher Education (LHE): The application of the Lean management to Higher Education (HE) 
both in administration and academic activities (as distinct from teaching Lean principles and 
practices in HE courses). Today, the application of Lean management in higher education is most 
prevalent in administrative activities (admissions, add/drop, purchasing, facilities, hiring, 
budgeting, etc.). Pioneering academic institutions include: University of Central Oklahoma (USA), 
University of St. Andrews (Scotland). 
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Framework for Improvement 

ÅStructure influences 
Behavior influences 
Performance 

ÅNine Quality Improvement 
Principles  

ÅAlign Work with unit’s and 
UW’s Strategic Direction  

ÅContinuously Improve 
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What is a Process?   

 
 

•  Materials 
•  Goods 
•  Supplies 
•  Resources 
•  Physical 
•  Non-physical 
•  Data 
•  Event 

 

•  Manufacturing 
•  Service 
•  Physical 
•  Non-Physical 
 

 

 
 

•  End product 
•  Service 
•  Performance 
•  Physical 
•  Non-Physical 
 

 

A resource that you will 
add value to: 

 

TRANSFORMING  
 

input to a desired output 
 

 

An input after you 
have added value 

INPUT OUTPUT 
Value 

Added Tasks 

12 From University of Washington Finance & Facilities’ Introduction to Continuous Improvement training materials 



Nine Quality Improvement Principles 

ÅCustomer Focus 

ÅContinuous 
improvement 

ÅQuality Outcomes 

ÅWork Flow Focus 
 

ÅPrevent Problems 

ÅError-free Attitude 

ÅManage by Facts 

ÅEmpowerment 

ÅTotal Engagement 
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Customer Focus 

ÅWho is the customer? 

 The person or organization receiving/benefitting from your 
services –  internal and external 

ÅWho are your customers? 

 Faculty 

 Students 

 ?? 

ÅWhat do you need to know about the customer? 

 Expectations must be clearly understood and met 

 Customer-process partnership must be established at every level 
 
 
                                  Adapted from University of Washington Finance & Facilities’ Introduction to Continuous Improvement training materials 
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Key Principles of Process Improvement/Lean 

 Customer defines value  
 

 Produce at the rate of customer demand (“pull”)  
 

 Eliminate Waste 
 

 Focus on work flow and value streams 
 

 Pursue continuous improvement  

15 

            From University of Washington Finance & Facilities’ Introduction to Continuous Improvement training materials 



Additional Lean Concepts 

Å Welcome problems (“Having no problem is the problem”) 
 

Å Trust facts over data (go see what’s happening, “gemba”) 
 

Å Focus on the process, not people 
 

Å Develop people and teams 
 

Å Learn by doing 

 

                         From University of Washington Finance & Facilities’ Introduction to Lean training materials 
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Principles of Lean Higher Education 

Å Define the value of the process from the perspective of the 
beneficiaries of the process. 

Å Identify the flow of the process, from both the beneficiary 
and provider perspectives, to determine whether and how 
each step and activity in the process adds value. 

Å Eliminate the many types of waste that add no value to the 
process. 

Å Make the process flow smoothly, with activities or services 
‘pulled’ as needed by the beneficiary rather than ‘pushed’ by 
the provider. 

Å Pursue perfection through a combination of continuous 
improvement and radical transformation of the process 

 William K. Balzer, Lean Higher Education: Increasing the Value and Performance of University Processes 17 



Improvement Workshop/Project Roles 

 Sponsors 
Champions the process improvement. Provides resources. Holds 
Process Owner and Team accountable for achievement of objectives 
and completion of action plans. Ensures resolution of cross-
department or cross-organization issues. 

 Process Owner/Team Lead 
Ensures the process is managed to get optimal results for the 
customer at the lowest possible cost. Has a view of the entire 
process. Ensures measures are in place and monitors measures for 
achieving desired outcomes. Coordinates completion of action plans 
and conducts follow-up meetings. Is accountable for achievement of 
agreed-upon objectives. Works closely with Sponsor. Works closely 
with facilitator to achieve objectives. 
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Improvement Workshop/Project Roles 
 Team Members 

Attend workshop/project for the entire time. Fully engaged in creating 
and implementing the vision of the new process. Focus on the objectives 
and the work being done. Know the most about the process under study. 

 Resource Representatives/Process Partners Attend 
workshop/project as needed to provide support, advice, and guidance in 
respective area of expertise. Support and participate to create vision and 
implement changes. 

 Stakeholders and Customers 
Empowered to represent their unit or department. Coordinate and 
support implementation and deployment of action plans on their units. 
Participate in communication of workshop objectives, vision, and action 
plans to their teammates, soliciting feedback. 

 Improvement Workshop/Project Facilitator (may also be 
known as a coach or consultant) 
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Activity 
Select an Improvement Effort 

 

ÅSelect one idea. 

ÅDescribe the improvement opportunity or the 
problem. 

Å Why is it important to work on?  

Å What will happen as a result of improving this process or 
solving this problem?  

Å What specific issue/problem are you trying to solve? 
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Successful Improvement Efforts = People 
 

 Develop the right culture for          
quality to flourish. 

 Attract & retain the right 
people to promote quality. 

 Give staff the right tools to do            
the job. 

 Devise & update the right in-
house process for quality 
improvement. 

 

 A desire for continuous 
improvement. 

 An environment that nurtures 
mutual respect among 
people. 

 Encouragement. 

 Cooperation. 
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Develop the Culture for Quality to Flourish 

 

People are motivated to improve the customer experience 
when they: 

 

• Believe the purpose of the organization is worthwhile. 

 

• Enjoy their work and take pride in the outcomes. 

 

• Are recognized and appreciated in their efforts to improve. 

                                   

                                                      Adapted from The Improvement Guide,  Langley et al. 

 22 



Attract & Retain the Right People  
to Promote Quality 

ÅWorkplace environment of mutual respect 

ÅMotivation  

ÅKnowledge workers 

ÅTeam players 

ÅEarly adopters/change agents 

ÅResilience in the workplace 

ÅRetention 
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Tools to do the Job 

Clearly Define the Process Boundaries   

 Charge of team 

 Beginning and End Points 

 Identify team members 

 Identify Customers and Process 
Partners 

 Identify Type of outcomes: 
recommendations, 
implementation plan, etc. 

 Identify Resources 

Encouraged Team = Results 
 

 Permission to explore 

 Communication of charge and 
team members to organization 

 Recognition of efforts 

 Implementation 

 Ongoing measurement 

 Institutionalize the changes 

 Form another improvement 
team, repeat process 
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Scope of Work 
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Devise & Update an In-house Process 
for Quality Improvement 

Creating a Continuous   
Improvement Team 

 

Å Types of teams 

Å Crisis 

Å Task 

Å Continuous Improvement 

Å Team Size:  6 - 8 

Å Team Sponsor 

Å Team Leader/Process Owner 

Å Team Members  

Å Customers  

Å Facilitator (optional)  

Implementing a Continuous 
Improvement Team 

 

 Initial Team Meeting 

 Review & finalize Scope document  

 Identify Customers  

 Identify Stakeholders 

 Develop plan to understand the 
customer requirements 

 Begin process map or 
“Current State” value 
stream map 

 Define & review 
communications plan 
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Improvement Teams 

 Selection of team members: 

 Credible change leaders/agents 

 Process owners 

 Process doers 

 Customers 

 Other Stakeholders (UW process owner/expert) 

Most great learning happens in groups, collaboration is the stuff of growth. 
      - Sir Ken Robinson 

27 
               Adapted from University of Washington Finance & Facilities’ Introduction to Continuous Improvement training materials 

 



Activity 
Selecting Team Members 

 

 

 

• Who else is involved in this problem?  

• What role(s) do they play in the process? 

• Suggest names of process partners and process 
doers to help solve this problem. 
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Flowcharting; AKA Process Mapping 
(Picturing the Process) 

Flowcharting creates a “word picture” of the events and decisions that        
comprise a process. 

It documents an agreed-upon process.  

It diagnoses the difference between an ideal process and the way it actually 
performs. 

Benefits 

• Shows unexpected complexity, problem areas, redundancy, and where 
simplification and standardization may be possible 

• Compares and contrasts the actual versus the ideal flow of a process to 
identify improvement opportunities 

• Allows a team to agree on the steps of the process and examine which 
activities may impact the process performance 

• Serves as a training aid to understand the complete process 
29 



Flowcharting Example (Process Mapping) 
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Documentation 
Scope Components:  

 Problem Statement / 
Background (What is the 
problem and why is it 
important) 

 Event Mission / Goals 

 Goals / Objectives 

 Process Description 

 Process Metrics 

 Project Sponsor, Project 
Lead and Team Members 

 Event Dates 
 

Other documents: 

ÅCommunications Plan 

ÅCurrent metrics/ 
measurements (if any) 

ÅCurrent state/process maps 

ÅCurrent policies &     
procedures (as necessary) 

ÅLessons Learned 

ÅReport template 

ÅFuture state maps 

ÅPresentations/Story Boards 
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Cause & Effect/Fishbone Diagram 
(Find and Cure Causes/NOT Symptoms) 

Focuses the team on root causes and impacts. 

Encourages different perspectives. 

Identifies potential leverage points. 

Often leads to more effective solution generation. 

 

Key Success Factors 

• Clearly state the problem 

• Ask ‘Why’ several times (e.g. ‘What does this cause?’ or ‘why is this 
happening?’  until ultimate impact or results are reached) 

• Look for recent changes as likely causes 
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‘Fishbone’ Example 

Problem or 
Effect 

Causes (factors or concerns) 

Too many … 

Note:  Causes are the ‘Bones’ (major cause categories). Major cause  
categories include: people, methods, machines, resources, tools,  
materials, procedures, policies 

33 

Be as specific 
as possible 



Activity 
Success Enablers & Potential Barriers 

 

ÅWhat is you and your unit’s current attitude 
about change? 

ÅWhat has helped other improvement or 
positive change efforts in your area? 

ÅWhat are some potential barriers to your and 
the team’s success? 

ÅWhat can you do to overcome those barriers? 
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Challenges to Successful  
Improvement Initiatives 

• Creating time to focus on the change 

• Thinking of a change that others can predict would be 
an improvement 

• Overcoming resistance to change 

• Lack of internal infrastructure, systems and procedures 

• Recognizing when a change is an improvement 

• Satisfying diverse or changing viewpoints 

Adapted from The Improvement Guide, Gerald Langley et. al.  35 



Goals and Metrics  

 SMART goals 

 Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Relevant, 
Time Bound 

 Success Measures and Metrics 

 Accessibility of data 

 Frequency of tracking 

 Reliability of data 

 Communicability of concept 

 Span of control 
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Activity 
Goals, Metrics and Other Success Indicators 

 

ÅHow will you and/or the team test its changes? 

ÅHow will you know that they are good enough to 
implement? 

ÅWhat are some potential measures for success? 

ÅWhat are some ongoing measures to ensure the 
gains are maintained and spread? 
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Gathering & Analyzing Data:  Analysis 

To Analyze the Measurement Data To Identify Root Causes & Design Improvements
Check Sheet Affinity Diagram

Run Chart Brainstorming/Creative Thinking

Statistical Analysis Cause and Effect Diagram

Statistical Process Control/Control Chart Cost of Quality Analysis

Matrix, Contingency Table Criticality Analysis

Flow Chart Failure Mode and Effect Analysis

Decision Tree, Historical Timelines Fault Tree Analysis

Scatterplots - Relationships Between Variables Histogram

Pareto Analysis

Story Boarding

Gap Analysis

Analytical Hierarchy Process

Some tools for analysis: 
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Avoiding DRIP 
 The most effective measures shift away from prescriptive, 

audit-like and compliance-like measures toward ways to 
measure ongoing, strategic partnerships between the 
organization and its stakeholders 

 Metrics must be a part of a performance management system 

 Accountability has to be shared by managers and employees 
and both must be accountable to the stakeholder 

 Choose the critical few meaningful measures instead of DRIP        
(Data Rich Information Poor) 

 Results must be used or no one will take them seriously 

 Developing and implementing is an ongoing process of 
experimenting, revising and evolution – there is not a specific 
point in time when the measurement system is “ready” 

 Help is available! 39 



Steps to Improve Quality 
(what we’ve learned from others) 

• Understand customers’ expectations and requirements. 

• Review service or product to see if they meet your customers’ 
wants and needs. 

• Review your processes and metrics. 

• Identify areas where errors can create defects in product or 
services. 

• Identify root causes of errors. 

• Establish performance metrics to evaluate solution and monitor 
sustainability. 

                                        From University of Washington Finance & Facilities’ Introduction to Continuous Improvement training materials 
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Engage in Continuous Learning  
& Spread Success  

 Make the process visible so variations from process 
expectations are easily seen 

 Have the team build a presentation or storyboard and 
present it at department meetings/other events 

 Assess if the improved work flow can be used to improve a 
different problem 

 Assess if some parts of the solution can be applied to other 
problems  

 Engage the team in teaching the continuous improvement 
methods to others  

41 



Bringing it All Together… 

ÅDo you have clear goals, plans, and milestones 
established for your improvement effort? 

ÅWhat is the most important contribution you can 
make to encourage a culture of continuous 
improvement? 

ÅLeaders: How will you increase people’s ability to 
make decisions and take responsibility? And reward 
them for trying? 
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Focus on What’s Important 

43 



More Improvement 
Tools & Resources 
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Brainstorming 
(Creating Bigger and Better Ideas) 

 Encourages open thinking when a team is “stuck.” 

 Gets all team members involved and enthusiastic. 

 Utilizes the expertise and experiences within a group. 

 Allows team members to build on each other’s creativity. 
 

Success Factors 

• Go for as many ideas as possible 

• Write everything down 

• Refrain from criticizing or analyzing others’ ideas 

• Don’t censor yourself; there is no such thing as a “bad” idea 
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Affinity Diagram 
(Gathering and Grouping Ideas) 

The team/group is drowning in a large volume of ideas. 

Breakthrough thinking is required. 

Broad issues/themes must be identified. 
 

 

 

Key Success Factors 

ÅDiscuss, don’t dominate 

ÅSuspend solutions until process is complete 

ÅListen, listen, listen; keep your mind and ears engaged 

ÅEncourage everyone to make unusual connections among ideas 

How to:  Each person writes down one idea per post it note.  

Put all notes on a wall. Organize in like-categories, discuss as team, prioritize. 
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Prioritization Matrix 
Prioritization Matrix

Organization Need/Goal Importance*
Current 

Performance*

GAP (Highest Possible Score - 

Current Performance)

Target                

(Importance* x GAP)

*  Importance Scale:  5 = Crucial  4 = Very Important  3 = Important  2 = Somewhat Important  1 = Not Important

    Current Performance Scale:  5 = Excellent  4 = Good  3 = Okay  2 = Poor  1 = Awful
47 



Communication Plan 

 The value of the awareness and opportunity for feedback 
on your process improvement project directly impacts 
acceptance of change and success 

 

Identify Customers and Key Stakeholders 

What questions do team members want to ask? 

Provide opportunity for general input/feedback 

48 



Sample Communication Plan 

Who 

Purpose or               

  Questions  to 

Ask   

Type of 

Delivery/  

Channel

Responsibility

/ Complete By

Dates/ 

Milestones
Summary

Email

Letter to home

Town hall

Phone call

Focus group
Customer

Identify 

Requirements or 

What is Important

Team Member/ 

by XX date

Identify Solution, 

Results of Pilot, 

Final Rollout

Customer 

Requirements

Communication Planning Tool

Stakeholder

Awareness, Data 

Needs, Get 

Feedback/ Input

Team Member/ 

by XX date

Data Analysis,   

Identify Solution, 

Piloting etc. 

Priorities/ 

Concerns

49 



Problem Solving Model 
 Define the problem  

 a good problem definition implies or 
states explicitly not only the current 
situation, but also the desired situation. 

 Establish criteria for evaluating 
solutions 

 criteria define general characteristics 
that a solution should have, without 
describing a specific solution. 

 the solution should be one that…  

 the solution should be one that does 
not… 

 the solution should be implemented 
in a way that… 

 each unnecessary criterion 
needlessly reduces the number of 
potential solutions 

 Identify root causes, and (when 
appropriate) impacts  

 Generate alternative solutions  

 important to focus on generation 
here, not evaluation 

 people are sometimes constrained by 
assumptions 

 every unnecessary assumption 
reduces the number of potential 
solutions 

 Evaluate alternative solutions  

 Select the best solution  

 Develop an action plan  

 Implement the action plan   

 Evaluate outcomes and the process   

 

Adapted from The Skilled Facilitator, Roger Schwarz 50 



More Improvement Tips . . . 

ÅAlways communicate before changes with: 

  your team, manager, sponsor and 

  anyone impacted by the change 

ÅAlways have a feedback mechanism to know what 
impact the change has made – to customers in 
particular!  

ÅNever  Sub-Optimize:  Don’t change something to 
make your life easier that negatively impacts 
someone else  

51 
Adapted from University of Washington Finance & Facilities’ Introduction to Continuous Improvement training materials 
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