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Continuous Improvement
This is an integral part of any successful business. You should be striving to improve every single day – but how do you achieve this?

There are numerous programs out there that have been designed by and for large multi-national companies (eg. Six Sigma, Kaizen, TQM etc). But that doesn’t mean that you can’t implement the key points into your own Small Business.

The common strategy of all successful programs is staff involvement. You will never have a successful Continuous Improvement program if you don’t involve the staff in all aspects. The benefit of this however, is developing motivated and committed staff that take more ownership of their duties and responsibilities. It still amazes me to listen to Business Owners and Managers telling me that staff only care about money. Sure there is some staff that this may be true, but the large proportions are not that shallow. Numerous studies have shown that money comes in 3rd after recognition and opportunity. After all, they spend roughly a third of their waking hours at work, so it stands to reason that they want to enjoy it. Money can only bring so much enjoyment.
The best way to involve staff is to set up groups of key employees across all departments to meet regularly and identify areas that require improvement. Once identified, they then look at ways to improve and develop action plans to achieve this. In a really small business, the group may be all the staff. In a large business, you may mix the groups up regularly to give everyone who wants a chance to participate.

As a Manager you will need to set up these groups from volunteers and explain the outcomes you are looking for. It would be a good idea to start them off with an area that you have already identified. Then it is important that you support and leave them to their own devices and set aside time for them to meet. You need to give them a level of trust and let them choose a team leader, who you then use as your link to the group. If at any stage you feel that they are not working towards a positive outcome, discuss this with the leader and in the worst case scenario the group. It will take time however, and the employees need to see that you are taking this seriously and it’s not just another fad.
I believe the best model that these groups should work with is the DMAIC Model.

The DMAIC Model


Define the Problem


Measure by collecting Data


Analyse to identify root causes


Improve by eliminating root causes


Control by making permanent changes and reviewing continuously.

The advantages of implementing the above are:

· Better solutions to problems than just you could have come up with

· Committed staff who are motivated to fix problems

· Happier staff who feel valued and recognised

· A clear focus on identifying areas of improvement
· Better products and services

· Less reworks or refunds

· Happier customers

· Improved profit

So who wouldn’t want the above advantages?

Admittedly for a lot of Managers and Owners it is way outside their beliefs and comfort zones. But I would argue that all the major Multinational Companies wouldn’t be looking at ways to implement similar programs unless they could see a definite advantage. After all, they have to account to their shareholders.

So take a leaf from their book and start thinking about ways that you can involve staff into your own continuous improvement program. Just make sure that you are serious about it before you start.

I know that I have oversimplified the process and there is a lot more involved. But this is purely meant to be a starting point for you to think about implementing your own strategies.
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