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Like the mechanics of
an engine, if business

processes don’t run

efficiently then
performance will be
a let-down, or you’ll
run out
of fuel.
Unlike an engine,
business processes
rely on people.

THE LEADERS WHO MANAGE TO GROW PROFITS AT THE SAME TIME
AS INCREASING SCALE KNOW HOW TO SPOT THE SHORTCOMINGS
IN THEIR BUSINESS PROCESSES BEFORE THEY HIRE MORE STAFF
AND ADD EXTRA OVERHEADS.
SO WHEN YOU HAVE AN INKLING THAT A PROCESS IS PERFORMING
UNDER PAR, WHAT STRATEGIES CAN YOU EMPLOY TO GET YOUR
GROWTH PLANS BACK ON TRACK QUICKLY?

THIS EBOOK WILL SHOW YOU:

1

How to invest in your processes
and get full ROI within a year.

2

The easiest ways to use software
to weed out inefficiency.

3

The fast track to technology
leadership and better margins.
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WHAT WE MEAN BY BUSINESS PROCESSES
THERE’S SOMETIMES NO ESCAPING SAYING
‘BUSINESS PROCESS’ WHEN ALL WE REALLY MEAN IS
‘THINGS PEOPLE DO ALL THE TIME IN YOUR ORGANISATION’
OR MORE SPECIFICALLY, ‘A REPEATABLE SET OF ACTIONS OR
TASKS DRIVEN BY PEOPLE THAT GETS SOMETHING DONE IN
YOUR BUSINESS’.

It’s just as well to
remember there are few
people working anywhere
who ‘do stuff’ and
give a moment’s
thought to its part
in a grandiose
‘business
process’.
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THIS TERMINOLOGICAL NAVEL-GAZING DOES HAVE A PURPOSE:
TO CONFRONT THE INNER WORKINGS OF COMPLEX PROCESSES AT THEIR
SIMPLEST LEVEL.

Follow these steps to identify and map a business process:

1 Isolate a meaningful outcome.
It would be tempting - not to mention flippant - to put “make
more money every month” in this box. Break it into smaller
chunks and look for the culmination of a series of actions that
people undertake.

For example:
• Increase gross margin on product A by 15%.
• A customer receives
what they ordered.
• One unit of product,
or one component of
a finished product,
is manufactured.
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2 Look at the people.
Working back from the outcome, identify who is involved
and the tasks that they complete.

• What skills do they require?
• How long does each stage take?
• What factors influence the time it takes to complete the tasks?
• What factors influence the quality/accuracy of the outcome?

3 Identify the flow of work.
This is about understanding the sequence of activity within
the process - what some describe as ‘workflow’. Start to
document your findings from this third step using a simple
spreadsheet or ideally a more visual flowchart tool. This will
come in handy in the ‘Achieving ROI for business process
optimisation’ section of this eBook.

• Which tasks rely upon others before they can be started?
• Which tasks are repeated?
• How do the people interact with each other?
• What data systems are used, what inputs and outputs are
involved, and how do people use them?
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Undertaking these simple actions
often surfaces a number of deficiencies

in a given business process.
However, the challenge of actually

doing something about it

- of ultimately simplifying a business process
-can be complicated and risky.
Is it possible to achieve a return on investment?

How can you avoid making it worse?

Is it even worth worrying about

in the first place?
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WHEN GROWING BUSINESSES SUDDENLY
BECOME LESS DYNAMIC
BUSINESSES ALMOST ALWAYS WORK ON TRIAL AND ERROR AT THE
BEGINNING. AS HABITS FORM AND TEAMS SLOWLY TAKE SHAPE, WAYS OF
DOING THINGS NEVER STRAY TOO FAR AWAY FROM PERFECT. ANYTHING
NEW IS EASILY ABSORBED AND ADAPTED, AND PROBLEMS ARE QUICKLY
ROOTED OUT.

BUT THESE ARE THE KINDS OF TRAPS THAT OPEN
UP WHEN THE ORGANISATION WANTS TO GROW
SUSTAINABLY AND PROFITABLY.
Volumes of work increase and small margins for error
suddenly start meaning huge potential losses.
The people who you’ve built the process around
become indispensable. Things get a lot worse when
they are off sick or go on holiday.
You employ more people who all inundate your
key workers with tricks and tips requests for
overcoming process issues.
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Process completions take longer, due in part to ‘the system
running slow’, error screens and other feedback that points to
an IT infrastructure creaking under the pressure.
External complaints and issues related to the process start
to cause a distraction, draining internal resources and
lowering morale.

Businesses routinely report significant disruption to their
commercial success when they reach the tipping point where
processes that once propelled them to profitability start
contributing the opposite effect.

Organisations fare best when they
anticipate these problems by identifying
weaknesses in their business processes
before making significant
investments in growth.
By making business process improvement an
integral part of the strategic growth plan - rather
than simply in response to a process breakdown organisations can invest in their future prosperity
with far greater certainty.
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ACHIEVING ROI FROM BUSINESS
PROCESS OPTIMISATION
BUSINESS PROCESS IMPROVEMENT, OPTIMISATION - CALL IT WHAT YOU
WILL. THIS IS A MULTI-BILLION POUND GLOBAL INDUSTRY DRIPPING WITH
MANAGEMENT SCIENCE WHERE, IN THE LARGEST COMPANIES, PROJECTS
CAN TAKE YEARS TO BEAR FRUIT.
MORE NIMBLE, FAST GROWING BUSINESSES NEED A MORE FLEXIBLE AND
ACTIONABLE METHODOLOGY THAT ENABLES OWNERS AND MANAGERS TO
GET HANDS-ON AND BRING ABOUT MEASURABLE CHANGE.
TAKE THE RESULTS OF THE BUSINESS PROCESS MAPPING EXERCISE
DESCRIBED EARLIER AND USE THE FOLLOWING FRAMEWORK TO REALISE
RESULTS IN FAR SHORTER TIMESCALES.

1 Start with zero baggage
A clear, objective perspective is vital. Focus on your
high-level business goals and growth strategy rather
than specific irritations. If you’re the one directly
managing or administering the process in question,
either bring in an external perspective or develop
one. Don’t make the mistake of being ‘too
close’ to the problem as this commonly breeds
inflexibility and resistance to change.
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2

draw a clear picture of what
you want to achieve

Determine the business impact you are driving for and put
a financial value on it. Write down the standards you want
to achieve and try to quantify these e.g. ‘X% more positive
feedback from customers about their orders’.
This is a crucial step in being able to measure the success of
subsequent business process optimisation.

3

Be realistic about the value of software and
technology in fixing your business process

Don’t overestimate technology as a silver bullet solution,
or that a new software system will make your problems go
away overnight. But don’t underestimate its power either.
Accept that software will play a big role in
automating and digitising the flows of
information that define a business process.
Achieving this will require the right
research, skills, brief and expectations.
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4

Ensure that real staff and/or customers
are involved…

Listen to the voices most relevant to using the process.
Do this instead of prioritising the opinions of managers and
other senior internal stakeholders. The real staff and/or
customers always have the most enlightening and relevant
things to say, so provide the environment for them to do so
honestly and openly. These people will dictate whether the
resulting process will be executed more efficiently, so find a
research methodology or seek external help to really try to
understand their points of view.

5

...and take action to keep them
engaged throughout

It’s easy to forget that, with all the talk of‘improvement’,
change can be frightening for staff and even
customers. So maintain honest and constructive
communications with them throughout each
stage of business process improvement.
Thank them for their time! All this trustbuilding will also help ensure their
commitment to any testing of new systems
or tasks arising from the improvement.

12

6

Go back to your process map and redraw
the perfect process

Return to the original process map and use what you’ve
learned to sketch out the changes you want to make.
At this stage it isn’t important how the changes can be made;
only where and what. This is your ‘wished-for’ business
process and it’s informed by a good deal of solid user
research and the right perspective. Try to ensure you’ve
considered how the process interfaces with other processes
within your organisation.

7 Pilot, test and measure
The final stage involves trying things out to see if it provokes
the desired outcome. Do not get carried away and implement
changes without testing them first! This is also where you’ll
need the greatest level of specialised skills i.e. to supporting
changes to existing software, or the development of new
software functionality.
Once in place, ensure a training and management
plan is there to keep the process working, and
proceed at the pace of your growth goals.
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USING SOFTWARE TO
WEED OUT INEFFICIENCY
SOFTWARE PLAYS A BIG PART IN HELPING ORGANISATIONS GROW BY
MAKING SURE BUSINESS PROCESSES OPERATE LIKE WELL-OILED MACHINES.
THEY ARE MEASURABLY PROVEN TO DELIVER PROCESSES THAT:

Reduce operating cost
Scale up in line with business growth
Deliver greater net profit
Are easier for managers to implement
and oversee
Are less dependent upon ‘star’ individuals
Integrate better with other business processes
Produce predictable results
TO DO THAT REQUIRES A GOOD DEAL OF THOUGHT INTO THE UNIQUE
CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE ORGANISATION IN QUESTION; NAMELY THE
PEOPLE WHO ENGAGE WITH BUSINESS PROCESSES, ANY ADJACENT
SYSTEMS OR PROCESSES THAT COULD BE EFFECTED, AND THE LIKELY
FUTURE DEVELOPMENT OF THE TECHNOLOGY LANDSCAPE AS THE
BUSINESS GROWS.
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WITH THAT IN MIND, LET’S EXPLORE THE BEST WAYS TO APPLY SOFTWARE
FOR BUSINESS PROCESS OPTIMISATION.

Develop personas and user stories
Software delivers powerful benefits when it meets the
needs of the people who use it. The best way of getting
this right efficiently is to apply the experience of real users
into a set of representative user examples, or personas, with
distinct characteristics. Hence, the 10 employees who chase
payments have their task objectives reflected in Payment
Chasing Pauline. Pauline - and whoever else - can then
be placed into scenarios called ‘user stories’ that form the
constituent parts of the business process being addresses.
Now none of this sounds much like software, and that’s
intentional as personas and user stories are just two parts of
an initial scoping process that developers typically undertake
before any software is actually written.

tip :

Whether you hire internal resources, commission a
freelance software expert, or brief a software development
firm to provide the necessary skills - committing to a
detailed user-centric scoping exercise is a critical
success factor for any business process you wish
to improve.
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Break the law of unintended consequences
Among the other vital dependencies are the adjacent
processes and systems that connect with whichever business
process you are trying to improve.

This is all about having the law
of unintended consequences
firmly in your sights.
At the very least you should be listing these and mapping the
touch points such as where people, documents, databases,
payments and authorisations interconnect.

tip :

Make sure you have all the various
ramifications thought through, so that
integrating it all in software can be
relatively straightforward.
Press your software development team
to identify any technical showstoppers
early on so that your growth expectations
aren’t pushed off course.
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Keep one eye on the future
Like it or not, business process optimisation operates within
the limits of what is technically possible within the maximum
operating cost you set.
Future changes to the available technology marketplace - if
capitalised upon - have the potential to accelerate greater
gains for the same cost. However, these possibilities are
also available to competitors - raising the stakes for your own
productivity targets and threatening your potential to grow
market share.
And it isn’t just the technology landscape that will evolve; user
habits and adjacent processes and systems will inevitably
change over time, producing opportunities and threats alike.

tip :

Commit to continual improvement of
your business processes rather than a one-off
boost. This ensures optimum readiness to growth
and allows the business to take advantage of fastmoving market opportunities. Give yourself a fighting
chance of anticipating future change by reviewing user
perceptions and process integration periodically, while also
addressing software skills gaps by bringing in external strategic
consultancy advice where necessary.
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THE FAST TRACK TO TECHNOLOGY
LEADERSHIP AND BETTER MARGINS
THERE ARE MANY OWNERS AND MANAGERS WHO HAVEN’T LET A LACK OF
TECHNOLOGY EXPERTISE STOP THEM DRIVING GREATER TECHNOLOGY
LEADERSHIP INTO THEIR BUSINESSES.

Here are the
1

4

lessons you can adopt to
achieve measurable success:

Don’t sell your soul to technology

Yes, technology is a game-changer for business processes.
Just make sure you resist the temptation to get bogged down
in technical detail and stay focused on the whole purpose
of your business. Regardless of whether technology and
software fascinates you or sends you to sleep, your role is to
be the business expert. Technology can only be under your
command if you can articulate:
The objectives of the business and the challenges it faces
How you intend to grow
What you would like technology to achieve
Who is involved in your business processes,
how you’d like to change them and what else
they impact
What you’re willing to invest and how
quickly you expect ROI

18

2

Challenge your assumptions

It takes courage to abandon the warmth of your assumptions
and confront the reality of how business processes actually
operate and what users experience as they try to make them
work in spite of escalating scale. Even more so, it takes
a brave business leader to face up to the potential risks
of significant change, as well as the rewards. Technology
leadership is a learning process that encourages discourse,
remains focused on business objectives, and stays cautiously
optimistic about IT innovation.

Test your technology leadership with these two activities:
The Stick Your Neck Out Challenge
Run the gauntlet of your internal and external stakeholders by
inviting a cross section of them to a series of meetings that draw
out their honest views on the business processes at hand.
Ask questions like: What’s your wishlist for the current process?
Where is the ‘pain’ and what are your ideas for curing it?
How would you change it if you were in charge?
This approach may be somewhat bruising, but will expose you to
some unexpected findings that will prove highly valuable to the
changes you take forward.
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The Transformative Power of Technology Test
Take up the mantle of true technology leadership by scheduling
time to attend an event about digital transformation and hear
about real-world examples from leading experts. Meet or
connect with experts on social media, and supplement this by
reviewing case studies about organisations in your sector. The
objective is to immerse yourself in how technology transforms
businesses, but to cut through any ‘hype’ and question what
you find. Remaining focused on a clear business vision that all
stakeholders can understand and be inspired by is a critical part
of converting an enthusiasm for technology into actual benefits.

3

Understand why off-the-shelf software will only
get you so far

From free apps like Evernote and Google Docs, to far larger
and more expensive ERP and CRM programs built for specific
industries, businesses everywhere can tap into a global
market for tools designed to help us all work better.
There is a lot to be said for judicious software investments in
the right off the shelf software products, as these can create
overnight improvements and rapid ROI. However, technology
leaders understand that such systems also:
Have no room to accommodate ‘personas’ and
‘neighbouring processes’ that are utterly unique
to their organisation.
Can take at least as long to tweak and ‘bed-in’
as bespoke software development projects
that satisfy their objectives and no-one
else’s, but typically take months to deliver.
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4

Collaborate and lead the team

Technology leaders know they can’t do it all on their own.
That’s why they canvas the views of real users and try to rise
above the noise; staying objective about gnarly processes
(and personalities) that they’re become so familiar with in their
businesses. They avoid risk by identifying the skills they’re
missing, and fill those gaps in.

Anyone would be anxious that fixing business
processes could be a major distraction that
sucks energy and resources away from
running their organisation.
That’s why technology leaders share
the broad approach - and many of
the specific guidance - laid out in this
eBook. That’s why they invest time and care
seeking out the kind of software development
partner they want to trust their business goals
with; feeling confident that they’re the sort of
people they want on their team, not just a tick
in the box on skills and experience.
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FINAL WORD

THIS EBOOK HAS HOPEFULLY PROVIDED SOME ACTIONABLE GUIDANCE
TO SUPPORT YOU MAKING IMPROVEMENTS TO THE WAY EMPLOYEES (AND
EXTERNAL USERS) ENGAGE WITH YOUR BUSINESS PROCESSES. THAT’S
CRITICALLY IMPORTANT BECAUSE FAST, SUSTAINABLE GROWTH RELIES
UPON SCALABLE BUSINESS PROCESS.
WHEREVER YOUR BUSINESS IS ON ITS GROWTH JOURNEY, IT IS IMPERATIVE
TO STRESS-TEST YOUR MOST FUNDAMENTAL PROCESSES BEFORE REAL
BUSINESS DEMANDS DO. AS YOUR CIRCUMSTANCES CHANGE AND
NEW TECHNOLOGY CAPABILITIES EMERGE, THERE IS ALWAYS ROOM FOR
PLANNED IMPROVEMENTS THAT DELIVER GREATER PROFITABILITY.
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NEXT STEP:
WHY SOFTWARE DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS
FAIL AND HOW TO ENSURE IT DOESN’T
HAPPEN TO YOU
FIND OUT HOW TO SAFEGUARD THE VALUE OF YOUR
SOFTWARE INVESTMENT.

Learn how to:

> Avoid project pitfalls
by taking the right
precautions
> Manage your risk by
knowing the early
warning signs
> Follow financial and
project management
best practices
DOWNLOAD

>

In case we haven’t met yet
Helastel is a software development company based in Bristol, England.
We take on complex, demanding projects that others won’t. We’re sector and
software agnostic, which means that we work with clients from many different
industries and don’t limit our work to just one or two programming languages.

What we do:
>
>
>
>
>

Custom software development
Software consultancy
Web development
Infrastructure management
Software support
CONTACT US

>
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0333 022 0232
enquiries@helastel.com
Helastel Ltd, 71 Queens Road, Bristol, BS8 1QP. UK

