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The third article in a new Think Research series the causes of needless complexity and provides so It's easier to add than subtract - and over time, pr become more complex, but create no new value. companies fall into that trap, which means they a choices that aren't optimal for their businesses. Choices can destroy value Organizations don't choose complexity by chance they create complex solutions and processes in re attitudes like these: Defending against all failures, previously encou imagined Our services consultants see this in risk-averse organizations, and in parts of organizations wh mistake may have led to great problems. Preparing for every contingency, even if quite u This can come from risk aversion, or may sim related to a discomfort with anything unplanne
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relate to leadership or employees preferences. Always seeking to make improvements This sounds like a good thing, but often these cultures do not think about the cost of those improvements in comparison to the value. This often exists in parts of the organization where precision is important, such as finance, accounting and legal. Embracing complexity These choices don't help business; they hinder it. They burden everyone who executes the process forevermore, hiking up the total cost. And even more importantly, they squeeze out more important activities. They may even take away the ability to apply common sense. Problems Doing two things when one would suffice At one client, IBM services consultants discovered a complex system for logging activities. This client's customer required that it be able to identify the employees who worked on each procedure of the products produced. So the employees were required to sign a log documenting their work procedures. Since this was a manual process, employees sometimes forgot to do it (and some employees "forgot" because they didn't understand why). Employees were also required to use a magstripe recorder to log their hours - and they were diligent about this, because it drove their paychecks. There were several people on staff whose job included ensuring the completeness of these manual logbooks. They would compare the logbook to the time-recording system to determine if signatures were missing. In helping this company to improve, the consultants asked: "Does your customer need signatures, or can you simply give them your time-recording records?" At first, everyone was sure that the signatures were required, but after a discussion with their customer, the logbook was retired. All along, they had made things more complex - all because they did not understand the requirement, and more importantly, had never asked. Counting on miracles At another client, IBM consultants discovered that a manufacturing process produced a substance that took five to ten days to cure. A test was required nightly to see if the substance was ready - but they tested every night, beginning with the very first night. When asked why, the classic answer came forth, "We've always done it this way." After a little fact-finding, they began testing on the fifth night, the earliest that the substance could possibly be ready.
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Prioritizing deadlines over value One organization fell into the trap of prioritizing deadlines over value. The company was integrating a purchased company into an existing business unit. They needed to communicate the career path process, and the two companies had very different ways of doing it. The team wrangled over how to deal with the issue, and then came up with an idea they would merge the two processes together. Unfortunately, neither process was simple, so the merged process was extremely complex. But the team had met their tight deadline. They declared success and rolled the process out to thousands of employees. Then the true cost became evident. First, the document to explain the process was 38 pages. Due to its size, most employees didn't take the time to read it. Meetings were held to explain, and re-explain, the new process. And since it was complex, groups began to interpret key aspects, often in ways that were inconsistent between groups. Many employees were required to resubmit their information - especially the employees who were diligent to meet the original deadline. It was not only a costly process roll-out, but one that penalized employees for doing what they were asked to do. The examples above are, by no means, an exhaustive listing. Chosen complexity is lurking everywhere, from overlapping role assignments, to convoluted process hand-offs, to who interacts with customers and when, to an overabundance in product and feature offerings, to pricing schemes, etc. Solutions To some extent, susceptibility to chosen complexity is a cultural issue, which makes it complex at its core. It may require that companies rethink their business practices and IBM Research can help with that. And companies can help themselves with a few steps: 1. Begin every project with an estimate of its dollar value for the company (i.e., How much is it worth to fix this problem, meet this need, do this work, etc.?). This may be difficult, but it is a helpful exercise to generate a target for designing total cost (including the cost of all employees' actions). Remember there is always an opportunity cost. Thinking of employee time as sunk cost (or worse, free) is a big step on the road to needless complexity. 2. Once the value of the project is established, be sure that the total cost doesn't exceed the value. Appropriately relaxing deadlines so that they don't get in the way of making the right decisions helps companies avoid creating complexity. 19/04/2005 11:53
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3. Be very clear about the value of a new project; specify the tangible and intangible benefits. This is important for communications and future improvements, as indicated below. 4. Communicate the value. This will help to ensure the rationale is sound. And it can help employees apply common sense and identify valuable improvements. 5. Review the value of a project before you make improvements. New employees often get involved and the institutional memory of the benefits gets lost. Companies should evaluate recommendations in light of their ability to enhance value while maintaining the cost/benefit equation identified in #1 and #2. 6. Encourage employees to ask, "Why?" People recognize unnecessary work and enjoy getting rid of it. Even so-called silly questions may be an indication that messages need to be re-communicated, or that changes in the environment have tipped the cost/benefit equation away from delivering value. 7. Plan to simplify - schedule periodic re-evaluations of processes and standards. Some things will need to be changed, and some things may have over-stayed their usefulness. In today's business environment, the value bar is constantly going up. Without "spring cleaning," companies build clutter, much of which will be chosen complexity. If someone is handed chosen complexity and does not have direct control to change it, there may be relatively little he or she can do about mitigating its effects. The reason for this is that the complexity is built into the process and procedures people are expected to perform. The employee may be able to gain approval to go around certain process steps as conditions warrant, or he or she may have the latitude to develop another path through the process. Of course, if there are steps required for which no value can be expressed, this can help the worker justify these changes. ###### Contact one of the experts below to discuss the ideas in the article or to see how IBM Research can help your organization: David Singer David Singer, an IBM Distinguished Engineer and member of the IBM Academy of Technology, joined the Services Research group at the IBM Almaden Research Center in San Jose, California in 2003. His primary research interests are in the effects of technology on people (both inside and outside of work); currently, he is developing a model of IT's effect on knowledge-worker productivity and pioneering research into combating needless complexity within organizations.
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Singer received his bachelor's and master's degrees at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute and joined IBM in 1976. He was heavily involved in IBM's early work with the Web and was an original member of the Advisory Board of the World Wide Web Consortium. He is the author of the OS/2 Gopher client, ran IBM's first Internet Gopher and Web sites, and built an innovative gateway to allow IBM employees to access Usenet through IBM's mainframe-based computer conferencing system. He can be reached at [email protected]. Sara Moulton Reger Sara Moulton Reger joined the Services Research group at the IBM Almaden Research Center in San Jose, California in 2003 as one of the first subject matter experts brought over from IBM's Business Consulting Services to initiate this new area of study. She has been a management consultant for over 16 years, specializing in organizational change, culture transformation, governance and leadership, both at IBM and at other leading consulting firms. Moulton Reger, a Certified Management Accountant who received her bachelor's degree at Colorado State University and her MBA at the University of Northern Colorado, held financial leadership positions during the early years of her career. Within the Services Research group, her efforts have resulted in an innovative, patent-pending method for making corporate culture tangible and workable; she is also pioneering research into combating needless complexity within organizations. She can be reached at [email protected]. ibm.com | IBM Research | About Think Research | Terms of use | Privacy
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