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Chapter 18
Moving Up
“Wow, I’ve never seen tulips that colour!”  Susan bent low over Helen’s desk to get a closer look at the vermilion and green marking on the flowers that virtually obscured Helen completely.  “So, what’s this then, a secret admirer?  You’re a dark horse Helen!” she said looking up, and across the flowers, to a slightly reddened face.

“Yes, thank you Sherlock!” Helen replied in a mock tart tone.

“Who are they from then?” asked Susan, and then more quietly, “or aren’t I to ask?”

Helen moved her head toward Susan’s conspiratorially, and covertly jabbed her finger toward Richard’s open office door, her eyes opening wide as if to say:  “You’ll never believe it!”

Susan mimicked Helen’s expression, and then tilted her head as if to say:  “Well, what do you know!” straightened up and winked.

“Perhaps he’s got some for me too!” she said quietly as she turned towards Richard’s office for their recently called meeting.

“Susan, thanks for making the time!” said Richard, coming round his desk and ushering her towards the meeting table.

“That’s okay.  I wanted to talk to you about a few things anyway and it’s practically impossible to get hold of you these days.”  She paused momentarily as she sat down, and then said:  “And by the way, where’s my flowers?”

Richard smiled at her joke, and she continued in mock indignation:  “No.  I’m serious, Richard.  I want to know where my flowers are!”

Richard leapt at the first response to let him off the hook.  “I thought John bought you your flowers!” he said.

“Oh they’re those sort of flowers are they?”  Susan retorted with narrowed eyes and a knowing nod of the head.

Richard looked shocked. “No, they’re not!” he said, and sat back in his chair.  

Susan laughed, to show she was only joking, and then said, smiling:  “You be careful!  That’s how rumours start!” and then quickly continued with:  “Now, I need to talk you through some rapidly approaching capital and contract purchase decisions,” and started to draw some sheets from her file.  

Richard placed a hand on her file to stop her, and said:  “Hold on, before we get lost in the detail, tell me about your progress on the QFD.”

Susan stopped in her stride, and said:  “Sorry.  I assumed this was to go through the purchase approvals, I haven’t brought my QFD papers with me.”

“That’s okay.  Just give me a general overview, an update on where you’ve got too.  I spend so much time in the detail, I rarely get a chance to speak to the team about the strategic things.”

Susan looked aghast.  “Richard!  It seems that the only time I get with you, these days, is all on the strategic things.  Meeting after meeting.  But, when I need to get your input on critical operational decisions, you’re like the Scarlet Pimpernel.  I can never get hold of you!”

Richard looked abashed, and the office went silent while he looked at the gaping hole in his new strategy, and Susan thought of what to say next.

Susan was right of course.  The only times he had seen her recently was at QFD meetings, and at a recent Cylek worldwide conference on site utilisation.

“Sorry, Richard,” said Susan, taking in Richard’s obvious confusion, and reading it as due to her outburst.  “I was out of order!”

“It’s okay,” said Richard, hastily.  “You’ve made a very good point, and I think I would get a lot out of it if we could talk it though together.  I promise I’ll ensure the detail is addressed before you leave.  Is that okay?”  Susan nodded.

Susan expected Richard to go back to the QFD, but he did not.  Instead he asked:  “These capital and contract purchase approvals, what does my working through them with you add to the process?”

Susan replied quickly “Well, your advice and insight mainly!”

“Really?” queried Richard.  “Is that really so?”

Susan paused this time, and thought more carefully before replying.  “Well, you do have advance knowledge of Cylek initiatives, and of other budgetary commitments.  Your review of purchase proposals does help to ensure that the things I don’t have foresight of are taken into account.”

Richard thought for a moment.  “So, actually, all you need from me is an understanding of whether these commitments will create any budgetary conflicts?”

“Yes,” replied Susan.  “Basically, that’s it!”

“But each time I’ve done this before with Abs, we’ve waded through all of the contract details to ensure that we weren’t going to get caught out.”

Susan waited silently.

Richard continued:  “Do I not need to do that?”

“David Comber told me it was part of the process.  He said you always check through the terms.”

“Yes,” said Richard, “I do.  But does it add any value?”

Susan shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Have you ever changed anything in the terms of the contract?”

“Gosh no!  David’s much better than me at that.  He’s fully qualified and I only skim through for obvious errors.  I thought that all contracts over £25k had to be approved by the MD?”  Richard left it hanging as a question.

“They do,” replied Susan.  “That’s Cylek policy.  But surely you’re approving the sum, not the details of the contract.  We’ve got paralegals like David to do things like that.”

Richard thought for a while.  “I find it difficult to accept that in signing this off I’m only responsible for the budgetary implications, especially in these days of liability and litigation.”

Susan nodded.  “True, but you can’t be an expert on everything.  Surely your responsibility is to ensure that I, as the process manager, employ a competent contracts officer and establish the systems to assure the quality of his work.  Perhaps your signature is a sign of your confidence in Cylek UK’s systems.”

Richard smiled and nodded.  He liked that concept.  “And do our systems ensure the quality of these contracts?” he posed back at Susan.

Susan thought for a while.  “I don’t know yet,” she said.  “I haven’t evaluated them fully.”

Richard smiled again as he thought of his next step.  “Well, until you have, you can do the double checking of the contracts, and I’ll sign to say I’ve got confidence in you.”

Susan pursed her lips tightly, and then nodded to affirm the agreement, but her eyes smiled.  For her it was the logical solution.

“That was fun,” said Richard enthusiastically.  “Now, what value can I add to the next item on our agenda?”

▬▬▬▬▬▬(((▬▬▬▬▬▬

Richard had scheduled meetings with three more of his managers that day.  Daniel predictably was not among them.  The earliest Daniel could deign to see Richard was on Friday, the day after tomorrow.

But the meetings he did have planned for the day went well, and in every case, he not only managed to find ways to move the processes forward, but he also managed to divest responsibility for undertaking some of the less productive aspects of his old role.

In his meeting with Deborah, he managed to resign from the monthly tedium of the Product Development Stage Gate Review Committee, in exchange for a regular walkabout through the design department.  

And in his meeting with Andrew, he traded an exciting new role of using QFD for strategic competency planning, for the boring old role of chairing the Salary Review Committee.

The only meeting that proved anything less than delightful was his meeting with Peter.

▬▬▬▬▬▬(((▬▬▬▬▬▬

Peter looked over the top of his glasses, clearly exasperated, and with exaggerated emphasis, carefully explained:  “Richard, Finance is about control.  It is about policing other people’s decisions.  It is about auditing and authority.  You cannot simply devolve responsibility for finance to individual process owners without creating anarchy and chaos.  The finance process has to be executed within the finance department by trained financial people.  Anything else is irresponsible.  It simply isn’t good stewardship.”

Richard was quiet, thinking Peter’s points through, and how he would tackle it.  

Into the silence, Peter added:  “You would be losing money hand over fist!”

Richard tried another tack.  “Peter, supposing you ran the R&D process, just for the sake of argument, you wouldn’t let it be financially irresponsible.  Would you?”

“No!  But I don’t, and my point is made clear if you just look at how R&D overrun their budgets year after year.  They got hold of some spurious theory that a 5% delay is more costly than a 50% overspend, and see it as carte blanche to ignore our financial controls”.

Richard was momentarily distracted by the red herring “That theory is not spurious.  You can do the maths yourself!”

“Yes, yes.  But my point is, that individual process owners seem congenitally unable to manage their finances responsibly without us standing behind their shoulder.”

Richard sat back for a moment silently cursing himself for allowing himself to lose the initiative over the theory of new product funding.  He paused, reflected on what he was trying to achieve here, and then started again.

“Okay, supposing you did run the R&D process.  What would you do differently that would ensure responsible financial stewardship?”

Peter thought for a moment.  “Well, there are a number of things.  I’d certainly ensure that project managers reviewed expenditure as an essential part of each project review.  I would tighten up their financial forecasting.  And I would include a budgetary review at the start of each monthly meeting so that we were absolutely clear on what our current financial position was.”

“So why do you think they don’t do that?” interjected Richard.

“Well, for a start they just don’t seem to appreciate the importance of it.  They don’t realise the implications on the rest of the business.  And secondly, I don’t think the project managers actually know how to manage their project costs.  At least they have never shown any indication of the ability.”  

Richard interjected again “But if they did, that would make your job easier, right?”

“Oh, like you wouldn’t believe it!” said Peter.

“Okay,” said Richard, “but what about other areas of the business?  Should they adopt a similar approach too?”

“What, you mean HR, MIS, Production etcetera?” asked Peter.  

Richard nodded, so Peter continued:  “Undoubtedly!”

Richard then postulated.  “But we would want some consistency in the approaches they took to doing this wouldn’t we?  So that we had confidence in their approach, and could easily improve it, if necessary?”  

He looked at Peter who nodded, and said:  “Yes, absolutely”.

“So we couldn’t leave each process a totally fee hand to develop their own?” challenged Richard.  

“No-o-o,” agreed Peter hesitantly.  He was beginning to have an inkling of where this was going to end up.

Richard continued: “So, we really need one group which can develop an efficient and effective approach, and then sell it to those who need to use it.  You know; really get their buy-in and commitment to it!”

Peter just sat there looking at Richard, with a wry smile on his face.  “And I suppose the best home for such work would be within the finance process?”

“You know,” said Richard, tongue firmly in cheek, “I’d never really thought of that.  But yes, you’re right, I suppose that would be the best home.  Thank you, Peter!”
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