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Chapter 10
Deploying QFD
When they met the next day, everything seemed back to normal.  For his part, Richard was too confused about things, and felt the risks were too high to progress things intentionally, but his mind continued to fantasise about how things might progress unintentionally.  For her part, Lucy had been stirred by his kiss.  She was attracted to him.  There was something sincere and boyishly enthusiastic about him now she had got to know him.  He was fun to be with, and he was attractive and in good shape.  But he was married!  And he was in England.  And he was her client.  She could resist him, and let’s face it, resisting him was by far the most sensible course of action for her.

And so the next three weeks passed without further incident, and by the end of them, one could easily believe that nothing had happened.

▬▬▬▬▬▬(((▬▬▬▬▬▬

Lucy busied herself with arranging meetings and attempting to support Richard’s team with their process proposals.  Some of the team seemed to resent her intrusion, and held her at arms length, but others welcomed her help and eagerly involved her in their thinking.  The extremes were typified by Daniel and by Deborah.

Daniel’s responses tended to be aloof.  No, he had not made any progress.  No, he did not want her help.  No, he was not sure that he would meet the deadline, but that was between him and Richard Frewer.  Thank you!

Deborah, on the other hand, had sought Lucy out on the day following the QFD work.  She had ideas for involving her whole team, and wanted Lucy to help her to design and run a few simple workshops to build team commitment and to develop the process proposal.  Deborah was like a sponge.  She absorbed all that Lucy presented, and then drew out more.

Deborah was clearly very clever, and when she had bought into something she embraced it wholeheartedly, almost like a zealot.  The combination left Lucy feeling drained, both physically and mentally, after every meeting.  Lucy found the impact of this situation on herself difficult to comprehend.  She had always imagined that working with someone like that would be energising and inspiring, but there was something about Deborah’s style, something about how she drew control of all of the conclusions and decisions to herself, that actually worked the other way.  However, she was at least making progress.

Like Richard with the top-level workshops, Deborah introduced her meetings and wrapped them up at the end.  Everything else she handed over to Lucy to run.  At least that was the model in theory.  In practice, Deborah was very clear about what outcomes she wanted, and very vociferous in ensuring they were delivered.

Deborah had pulled together her process team from her existing management group.  She had reasoned that whatever transpired from this would be the ‘new way’ of managing, and she wanted to make it absolutely clear to her people that this was not an add-on.  This was not simply a project, or this year’s management fashion accessory.  This was ‘it’ from here on.  Fail to change at your peril!  She had also annexed Abs’ Industrial Engineering Manager for her team.  The proposal had not been well received initially, but Richard had stepped in and resolved it.  Industrial engineering was part of ‘Developing products and processes’.

▬▬▬▬▬▬(((▬▬▬▬▬▬

Deborah’s first workshop was held barely a week after the main QFD workshop, and the whole Process Team attended.  Deborah ran through all of the history to date in her introduction, and then handed over to Lucy.

Lucy stood in the middle of the room while people visibly recovered from Deborah’s impassioned whirlwind tour of what had been happening.  She took the few seconds pause to cast her eyes round the group.  She had met all bar one person individually in the preceding week, so she had built at least some level of rapport with them, and she had thought out her strategies as to how to work with them.  Her first step was to draw them out from under Deborah’s shadow, so that they could build their own enthusiasm for the potential of this process.

“I wonder,” she said, “what the potential is for ‘Develop products and processes’ to really transform Cylek UK?”  She paused for them to consider the implied question.  She could see some of them beginning to think about it, but not everybody, so she pushed a bit more.  “I’ve heard what the Cylek management team think about the potential.  But I wonder what the people who really understand it believe?”  She paused again, and looked around.  One or two more seemed drawn into thought, but a few just seemed to be waiting for her to continue.

“What ideas could you dream up for transforming the performance and competence of Cylek UK?”  She paused again and looked around.  Her observations of how people were engaging with the question largely accorded with her perception of them from her one-to-one meetings.  So far, so good!

“What we are going to do is to understand what Cylek UK’s expectations are of us, and then to develop a proposal that will blow their socks off!”

“Why?”  The question came from Tom Lewis, the Industrial Engineering Manager.  Tom was Abs’ right-hand man, and Lucy had the impression that he was even more pragmatic than his boss had been.  She looked at him, waiting for him to continue.

“Why ‘blow their socks off’?  What possible commercial value is that?  We have enough problems trying to implement hare-brained schemes as it is!”  

One or two, Deborah included, distinctly bristled at this, but others seemed sympathetic to Tom’s view.  In hindsight, Lucy began to doubt the wisdom of her use of the phrase ‘blow their socks off’.  It seemed good and emotive at the time, but it clearly carried some baggage.  But she could not afford to lose credibility this early in the proceedings by backing down on the phrase, so she frantically searched for a way to anchor its interpretation at a mutually acceptable level.

“Mmm,” she said, “sort of like the Edsel, or the Sinclair C5?”  She looked at Tom, and he responded:  “Yes, and…”

But she interrupted him.  “Or the Apollo moon landings, or the Millennium Wheel, or the personal computer?”  Tom looked a bit less sure, and continued:  “Yes, but…”

Lucy continued across him again.  “Or the Cityrentable, or the MR3, or the Renewal Project?” she said, naming three recent disasters Technical had created for Production.

“Exactly!” chipped in Tom, seeing his point illustrated clearly.  Others in the group were nodding.

Lucy continued:  “Or the Plus K…” she said, naming a recent success that had been really radical.  “Or 90% error-free production, or halving cycle times,” she continued, listing things that production had been seeking for years.  She paused.  There was no interruption this time, and so she continued.

“Being radical doesn’t inherently require that we suspend our common sense.  To me ‘blowing their socks off’ cannot practically be achieved by hare-brained schemes.  I, you, they, … only have our socks blown off by people really understanding us and what we need.  And by delivering simple, practical and previously unforeseen solutions which meet those needs.”

“What we need to think through today, is what we believe will really make a practical difference to Cylek.  Something that will begin to transform the way we do things.  Something that we feel is worth investing the next year of our lives in.  Something that is challenging, but will work.  So let’s start by understanding what our ‘customers’, Cylek UK, see our potential to be, and we’ll carry on from there.”

Lucy then proceeded to explain each relationship in the column of the QFD under ‘Developing products and processes’.  She had developed the transcript of the original discussions into some simple slides to help with this.  And when objections or reservations were voiced by the team, she noted them carefully on a flipchart to come back to later, and then moved swiftly on.  

By the end of it, everybody seemed to be re-engaged in what was happening.  She called for a coffee break so that they could share and build on that energy informally.

During break, Deborah came up to her “That was good!” she said.  And Lucy waited for the ‘but’, for Deborah to come back on the way Lucy had bulldozed the group at the start.  But it never came, and Deborah walked straight out for coffee leaving Lucy slightly puzzled.  Had Deborah not noticed?  And then Lucy realised Deborah had not.  What Deborah and the group had seen was normal for them, it was Deborah’s normal approach.  Lucy smiled to herself, and shook her head, and got on with preparing for the group’s return.

After the break, Lucy split the group into two syndicates, and posed each the question:  “What performance should the ‘Developing products and processes’ process deliver if it is to ensure Cylek UK reaches its goals?”

“You are to imagine that you are two rival groups competing for the contract to develop Cylek UK’s products and processes.  Imagine that everything will be outsourced to the winner, and that you have got to win!  What will you promise Cylek UK?  What level of service will you maintain?  What benefits will you assure us if we give you the contract?  Use the column of the QFD to focus and tailor your offering, but don’t feel you have to be constrained by it.”

“What resources can we assume?” someone asked.  

Deborah replied:  “What we have currently, or less if you feel that is appropriate.  Remember, cost savings are not only to do with our impact on the rest of the business.”

“Supposing we can justify more?” someone else chipped in.

“If you are convinced we’d buy it, given our current situation, then put it in,” replied Lucy.  “But I suspect it will be an almost impossible sale in the current climate.” 

Deborah nodded in agreement.

The two groups split, one crowding into the area round the flipchart, and the other went off to use Deborah’s office.

Deborah wandered over to Lucy.  “I thought you were going to use that Competition Question exercise you used on us,” she said, half as a question.

Lucy replied:  “I could have, but I felt this would provide a more focused result.  One that it would be easier to pick up and work with.”

“Oh,” said Deborah, nodding, but clearly reserving judgement.  

Lucy smiled to herself again.  Deborah’s reaction had amused her.  She liked Deborah, but she was glad she did not have to work for her.

The groups took to the exercise with real fervour.  The element of competition drove them to be ambitious, but within the bounds of practicality.  In her first visit to the groups, Lucy found she needed to push both groups away from specific products and process changes toward more generic statements of delivery performance.  But she had expected that.  People always seemed to drift towards tangible and specific examples.  One group got it easily, but the other one, the one with Tom in, struggled.  So Lucy asked:  “Okay, what do you undertake to deliver in terms of service in three years’ time?”  

This question confused them.  “We don’t have any projects planned beyond eighteen months,” one responded.  

“You will have!” replied Lucy.

“Yes, but we don’t know what they will be!” challenged Tom.

“But is there any way you can describe how well you will do them, or the impact the benefits of them will have on our status or competitive position?”

“No, not really!” responded Tom belligerently.

“Then I expect you’ll lose the contract,” said Lucy calmly, “because your competitors can!”

Tom was about to respond, when Jack reached out and touched him on the forearm and said:  “We could describe our performance in terms of time to market, unit production cost improvement, percentage revenue from new products - that sort of thing.”

Tom subsided.

Jack was clearly on track.  He was Deborah’s Research Manager, and Lucy had got the impression from his interview that he could be a bit of a dark horse.

Arising from Jack’s lead, the debate began to develop again.  So Lucy quietly extricated herself and left them to it.

Deborah had gone off to answer some urgent telephone calls during the syndicate exercise, but she was back for the feedback.  She sat next to Lucy as the groups stuck their outputs on the wall.  Deborah scrutinised the flipchart sheets, and then turned to Lucy and said urgently:  “They look a bit general!  Where are the references to the new products we should be working on, and the types of projects we will have next year?”

Lucy’s mind suddenly shifted up two gears as she wondered how to correct the forthright Deborah on something she clearly felt strongly about.  It would have to be done quickly and quietly before she reversed everything Lucy had achieved with the team.  But before she could get her thoughts straight to respond, Deborah was up on her feet.

“Excuse me! …,” she bellowed to get everyone’s attention above the general chatter.  Some of the colour drained out of Lucy’s cheeks as she struggled frantically to think of how to intervene.  This was the situation that her consulting nightmares were founded upon – the choice between losing all credibility by publicly backing down on something you have just pushed through, or humiliating a client in front of an audience of her people.

As the attention of the room was drawn to Deborah, Lucy had still not found an easy way out, nor decided which of the two equally unappealing options to take.  She waited, her mind dreading the next words out of Deborah’s mouth, but seemingly impotent to avert them.  Her apparently limitless supplies of resourcefulness and confidence brought to nought by this ‘no-win’ situation.  

Then Deborah asked in a much quieter voice:  “Could someone please push the door to?  We are about to start!”  Then, with a smile at Lucy, she sat down again and whispered:  “Got you good, eh?”  She laughed, and Lucy smiled weakly back.

The outputs from both syndicates were excellent, and between them covered all the expectations posed by the QFD.  Lucy encouraged the group by saying so.

Through subsequent exercises, the group then further refined the outputs into a list of six measures and targets which they wanted to propose to the Cylek UK board.

Deborah closed the meeting by outlining the next steps.  And then she took some feedback from the group by splitting the flipchart into two columns, and heading one ‘What Went Well’ and the other ‘Room for Improvement’.  Lucy was impressed by the effectiveness of this simple device, and made a mental note to use the technique herself in future.

As they were clearing up, Deborah said:  “Thank you Lucy, that worked really well!  Oh, and sorry about my little joke. Jack mentioned the struggle you had in his syndicate, so I thought I’d play on it.”  Lucy smiled back “It’s okay.  I owe you one!”

▬▬▬▬▬▬(((▬▬▬▬▬▬

Over the subsequent week, Lucy helped Deborah’s team to work through the steps of refining their process proposal.  The team was split into three groups in order to spread the load.   The teams reported back just over a week later.

The first team made appointments to meet with all those departments and individuals they considered customers of their process.  In each meeting, they outlined the objectives the team had agreed, and gained feedback on them.  It was surprisingly heavy going, not only in arranging the interviews, but also in disarming the cynicism from those customers they did manage to see.  But they persevered and returned to the next meeting with the conclusion that their objectives were okay, but needed some additions.

“You’d think they didn’t want us to improve,” said Andrea, the team leader.  “I had not realised how much cynicism there was!”

“What do you think causes their cynicism?” asked Lucy.

“Well, reading between the lines, I think that we’ve had a pretty poor relationship with them over the years.  It was almost that we got on by tolerating each other, by doing just enough to prevent things falling over.  They don’t really believe that we will change.”

“Do they want us to change?” asked Lucy.

“Yes, definitely, but they want us to focus more on them.  They are worried that in pursuing our objectives, we will drop things that will screw up their work.”

“Such as…?” prompted Lucy.

“Well, apart from those things that are already reflected in our objectives, the main thing appeared to be filling in the paperwork.”

At this, there was a huge groan from the assembled group.  Lucy looked round.

“Is this a common issue?” she asked the group.

“Are you kidding?” replied Jack.  “It’s bureaucracy city out there!  They’ve got forms for everything.  You can’t even raise an eyebrow unless you’ve got a pink slip signed in triplicate!”  His vehement outburst brought nods from everybody, except Tom Lewis.

Tom looked straight at Jack.  “You just don’t understand!  You never have!  It’s your cavalier attitude to anything that doesn’t benefit you, that has cost us hours of wasted work!”  

Lucy stepped in quickly.  She could see it getting out of hand.  She wondered whether she could park the issue until later, but it seemed directly relevant to establishing a complete set of objectives.  “Hold it!  Hold it!” she interjected determinedly.  “Whoooo!  I bet we’ve been down this track a few times, haven’t we?”  

Jack nodded and Tom looked a bit sheepish, others smiled.  

“I thought so, it seemed quite well worn to me!”  Lucy continued.  “Look we need to resolve this, but perhaps if we work through the other areas first, and then come back to it at the end?”  

Lucy walked over and wrote the word ‘Paperwork’ on a sheet of flipchart paper headed ‘Car Park’.

“Okay,” she said, turning back to Andrea, “was there anything else that the customers wanted to add to, or change about, our objectives?”  

Andrea thought for a moment and said “No, I think it all comes under paperwork one way or another.  It’s pretty much all about communication and fitting in with their systems.”  She looked around her team and they nodded back to her to affirm her conclusions.

“Okay,” said Lucy.  “What about the team that was looking into getting current data on the process performance measures?”

Jack stood up, walked to the front of the room, placed a view foil on the overhead, and switched it on.  A list of the agreed measures came up on the screen.

“Like Andrea,” he said, “this wasn’t as easy as it looked.  But let’s go through them one by one.”  

Jack worked down his list of measures.  His team had now put mechanisms in place for all but two of them, and had gathered enough historic data to provide an indication of current performance in about half the cases.  Lucy was impressed.  She could see why Deborah valued Jack so highly, but she wondered who had done his day job while he had done all this.  She asked him at the break.

Jack looked at her slightly quizzically.  “It only took three days!” he said.  “The biggest issue was getting the team back together to approve it at the end.”

“But, how did you find three days?” she pressed.  

“I’ve got a good team,” he said, “and we often do this.  Deborah encourages us to simply opt out when we’ve got an important project, just like we would if we were sick or on holiday.  We get to focus 100% on the task, and our people get used to taking the responsibility.  And Deborah covers it if there is a real issue.”  

Jack had a ‘Why is this so strange?’ look on his face, but Lucy just shook her head and said “Amazing!”  It was the sort of attitude she had spent years trying to drum into other clients to no avail.

Then a thought struck her.  “But, if your people are doing your job, don’t their own projects slip?” she asked.

Jack smiled.  “We only ever allocate resource to 80% capacity,” he said.  “It was the first thing Deborah changed when she was appointed.”

Lucy felt a ‘Yes, but’ coming on.  “But, surely that lengthened all your delivery timescales?” she challenged.

“No, not at all,” Jack replied.  “We used to plan at 100%, and end up with 30-40% overruns.  We now plan to 80%, and we get an average of 5% under-run.  The business actually gets things earlier because we are better co-ordinated.”  Lucy smiled, and shook her head, and walked away.

The third group reported back after the break.  They had been working on mapping out ‘Develop products and processes’ into a flowchart of its constituent activities.  A large roll of brown paper was fixed to the far wall and unfurled across the room.  Literally hundreds of different coloured rectangles and lines adorned the sheet.  And no sooner was it fully in position, than the debate started.

Lucy stepped in quickly.  “Let us at least get an overview before we start on the detail.”  She nodded to indicate to Malcolm, the third team leader, to continue.

Malcolm quickly ran through the separate sub-process areas on the map to provide the overview, and then started to explain the detail.  Lucy interjected again “Can I propose that instead of a large debate, that people take a good look at the map individually, and note any inconsistencies for Malcolm and his team to resolve after the meeting?”  The group seemed happy with this and settled to the task.  Lucy sat down on a table to watch.

After about three quarters of a hour, people had largely finished understanding the map, and noting the issues, and had sat down.

Lucy sensed it was time to return to the first issue of the meeting, but before she could do so, Andrea chipped in.  “Can I just commend the mapping team on an excellent effort?”  A few people mumbled “Yeah!” and somebody started a little clap which most people seemed to join in.

Lucy stood up and said:  “Yes, excellent effort!” and then continued:  “In fact, I have to say that what I’ve seen today has all been excellent.  I have been overwhelmed by the effort you have put in.  In all honesty, I have never previously seen such a determined start to this sort of work, and I’m convinced you’ll reap the benefits quicker as a result.”

“We already are,” Malcolm interjected, pointing to the map.  “I’ve noticed three nonsenses in my area already, and my people are already now putting them right.”  Others nodded.  There was a tremendous feeling of energy about the place.  This was clearly a team that had grasped their future and were determined to control it.

Lucy started again:  “But before we move on to ‘Next Actions’ and ‘Wrap Up’ we just need to tackle this item on the Car Park.”  She looked round at the group.  Some of the energy evaporated.  Swept away by the thought of conflict and unresolved issues.

Deborah stood up.  “I am going to propose,” she said, “that we add another objective of ‘100% conformance to customer systems!’”  There was a shocked muttering around the room.  Jack was about to explode in indignation, but subsided when Deborah looked at him, her face set.  Even Tom looked surprised.

Deborah continued: “For as long as we feel it is okay to simply ignore another department’s systems, we’ll simply avoid the issue.  Nothing will change, and conflict will continue with our customers.  If we set this target, we’ll have to either understand and acknowledge why they need the information, or help them to find a better way.  I am set on this.  I feel it is the only way to resolve a long-standing issue.”

“But… but…” sputtered Malcolm.

“Spit it out Malcolm!” said Deborah, slightly mockingly, but not unkindly.

“It’s going to involve us in hours of extra form filling!”

“Good,” said Deborah.  “I wondered how we were going to use the time we will save in arguments and conflicts with them over not filling in the paperwork!”  A number of people sniggered.

She paused, and then looked more kindly at her troops.  “For years we’ve ignored it, and things have just festered.  It’s time we took control of this issue, and we’ll only do that if it’s on our objectives!”  Her tone was conciliatory, and she was rewarded with nods, some reluctant, but most determinedly supportive.

“Good,” she said, and looked back to Lucy to continue.

Lucy walked further into the middle of the room and looked at Jack.  “Seems like you’ve got another set of data to collect,” she said.  And Jack smiled.
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