Productivity
Introduction – A Productive Person is a Happy Person!
What’s productivity? Being productive! When we say he or she is very productive what do we associate with that?

· They produce a lot of work. They produce more work that other colleagues

· They get things done efficiently where colleagues seem to take longer

· They get tasks completed. They seem to know what to do
What do we notice that’s a little different in this person’s behaviour:

· They are often short and concise in there discourse. They tend not to linger on repeat discussions and yet often take great interest in details of the way things get done; things that are not running smoothly or which we haven’t quite mastered yet.
· They display a positive can do attitude toward their tasks and toward helping others to find ways to streamline and do things more efficiently or better. 
· They have an interest in improving the way things are done. Of this type of person you will here a boss say that ‘This person is management material’. They are possibly thinking. Wow! If the MD would let me promote this person my life would be so much easier and I could move up the ladder. The boss is thinking why haven’t you got all your people this motivated? This productive?
· By the way this person is happy! They are happy to come to work because they are enjoying themselves at work! They are performing and they know it. They are solving problems, getting loads done. They feel valued because they are getting recognition.  Is this person naturally this way. Is that how we as managers look at the different people on our team? This one is great and this one is average. Can we turn the average person into a great person? Do we believe that we have an influence; that we can influence; that over time in a concerted way we can work with and turn an average performer into a great performer. That’s what a coach does on the football team. That’s their job!
So let’s examine the possible reasons why this person is performing:
· People will say this person is organised. What they actually mean if you dig down is that this person has a plan of work that they follow. They have figured out the best way to do each different task, a procedure that they follow that is the most efficient way of completing the task. They take pride in completing the task in the best way and in the time they have allowed themselves. They don’t like being interrupted in mid task because they have set themselves targets and they want to feel good about themselves at the end of the day. They want to feel that they had a good day and if they don’t get to their target for the day they are not happy. This is the person who is also organised in their private life. They often have plans and tons to do after work and don’t really like staying late because they run their lives in that way.

Let’s summarise what the key characteristics are:

· The plan of work for the day

· Best practice procedures for each task

· A time expectancy for each task

· A feeling of accomplishment when the target is met

· A happy productive team player

So in order to get all the team more productive the supervisor needs to ensure that each person is happy in their job and that means having:
· A plan of work for the day

· Best practice procedures for each task

· A time expectancy for each task

· Some simple way of check listing what gets completed

· Some simple review process

· Recognition for meeting the target

You know when a person starts to achieve a target regularly the recognition drops off. But now because this person is measuring their own performance they have the ability to find improvements and even better ways of working and ultimately will keep tweaking things to continue to improve performance. It’s called continuous improvement!

This is the essence of enhancing productivity. The objective is to get as much of the work of your department or business into this framework and then watch as the team make the improvements.
Planning & Preparation

The Irish have a fundamental weakness in planning and preparation. Lets’ explore that:

If you have had the good fortune to live in different countries in different climates you will probably have wondered how climate over the millennia has influenced the culture of the people in that country. This in turn gets you wondering about your own country and the characteristics of your own people and of course of yourself.
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I lived for a number of years in Finland where the winter is long and cold. Sub zero temperatures and snow arrive in early November and from then to sometime in May you have to adopt certain behaviours. When I first arrived in Finland I had to consciously change habits of a lifetime. I had previously lived in France, England & Belgium but while there were certainly differences in culture, the effect on me was not as striking or the changes I had to make not as strange. 
Let me give you some examples of life in winter in Finland:

· Every house has a thermometer outside the kitchen window so that you can see if it’s -5˚C or -25˚C. You check that every morning before you go out for obvious reasons and it’s not unusual to have temperatures of -25˚C and lower. 
· Next you unplug your car because it’s been plugged in all night to keep the engine from freezing so you need to remember to do that each evening or you won’t be able to start the car in the morning to go out to work. By the way you wouldn’t want to forget the antifreeze in the windscreen water either from November on and you always carry a can of lock defreeze and scrapers to remove snow & ice. The petrol would freeze without the antifreeze that is automatically added from a certain date and of course every car in the land has changed to winter tyres by the appointed date in November which means you need to remember that too.
· Of course without all our modern technology, electricity, cars & communications, for thousands of years before the severity of the winter was such that every little thing had to be in stock, prepared and ready by autumn each year in advance of the onset of winter. If not there was no guarantee that you could go out and get whatever you needed. Everything needed to be planned out months in advance and in quite some detail.
Is it possible that as a result of this adaptation to the artic environment over thousands of years that the Finns and probably the Swedes and Norwegians completely prepare almost everything in life and they never set off without having every detail planned? Actually this applies to everything they do. They have great difficulty in changing course once they have commenced something as they actually derive pleasure from planning everything out in detail and they hate having to change when they had it all figured out. They have equally great difficulty in being impromptu, although some Finns kind of like the idea and experiment with it when they come on weekend breaks to Dublin.
What I am trying to say is that I believe that climatic conditions over thousands of years have an enormous effect on our psyche. Let’s look at the Irish situation:

[image: image2.jpg]



The peculiarity with the Irish weather is that you can get all four seasons in one day!
For thousands of years the people who have inhabited the island of Ireland have had no certainty of the weather from day to day because there is no certainty.  One minute it is quite pleasant and sunny like a bright spring day and the next it is blowing a gale and raining. Being out in the Atlantic, Ireland is susceptible to strong winds and while the temperature moderates, not too cold in winter and not too hot in summer the wind can turn an otherwise light rain shower into an unpleasant experience, if you are caught out in it. Of course now we have television and weather forecasters to predict what the weather is for tomorrow that helps people nowadays to plan for the next day. But for thousands of years Irish people got up in the morning looked out the door to see what the skies were like and then decided what they would do that day, and even at that, they might have to change what they were doing during the course of the day because of a change in weather. There was no desire to decide in advance. The ability to react became more important than being prepared! To plan would probably have appeared like the height of folly. Being flexible is what it’s all about.
As a result there is a climate driven inability to plan or prepare which sits deep in the Celtic side of Irish behaviour. In the 20th & 21st century most Irish people have adapted to a large extend to the rigours of modern working life but when they get to Friday evening they will often have only tentative ideas about what they will do for the weekend.. 
We prefer to wait and see how things are before deciding. We don’t like definite plans and we certainly don’t like people who are inflexible.   Up until the 1960s nobody ever turned up on time for a meeting and if they didn’t get to something today tomorrow would do

This disposition has mellowed somewhat in the last say 30 – 50 years much in line with the development of the economy.  However some of this type of instinctive approach to life is very much to be found in private life if not at work and you just need to be aware and watch out for it.  
Now not all our genes are Celtic if we can refer to the original inhabitants of the Island as Celts, there is a considerable and somewhat forgotten Scandinavian heritage from both Viking and French Norman invasions and settlements. We do talk about these settlements but we rarely relate the fact that genealogically we are a considerable part Scandinavian in our modern day personal characteristics, habits or business culture.

And so I would contend that while there appear to be some defining national characteristics, the Irish can be quite diverse for such a small apparently isolated country. We can demonstrate from pure Mediterranean laid-back to prepared and precise Scandinavian.
However we can say that Irish people are interested in people and this leads to:
· A perception on the part of visitors that we are either very friendly or very intrusive

· We generally want to know you to do business with you

· We tend to be or can be informal, very informal compared to other Europeans

· We don’t stand on ceremony, its first names from the moment we meet and it’s generally warm and familiar as if we have known you for some time already. Some visitors find this pleasant and others are frightened and put off by it

· We traditionally do everything on trust; on the shake of a hand

Irish people are generally good sales people themselves so they:

· Tend to want to negotiate. We generally don’t expect to pay the price announced and will look for a discount. However this can be a weakness if you have your homework done and supply is limited

· They do not expect to be bribed, wined and dined. Go in with your best price and conditions and take them out for lunch after the deal is done
· That said it may be a good idea if you can meet a prospective client off site for lunch, at a sporting event or such as you develop your relationship. Be prepared to talk about yourself, your family and your interests in life.
So where does this leave the Irish on Productivity. Let’s look at what we mean by Productivity!
Productivity is the notion of doing something in the right way in the minimum amount of time and being able to repeat that over and over and over again! How boring!

Yes it’s true it is boring. Productivity is one of the most boring subjects around!
It’s about figuring out the best way to complete a task in the best time with the best result and repeating it over and over. Then we need to do that for all tasks in the business and manage all of them together. This is what an Operations Supervisor and Operations Manager do for a living!
People want to enjoy their jobs. They want to feel that sense of accomplishment at the end of each day and if they do they perform far better. So now the 60 Dollar question is how do we introduce a culture of productivity and still get enjoyment out of it?
You have to be of a certain type, a person who enjoys that challenge. It is really not for everybody, not everyone’s cup of tea and that fact needs to be faced up to. There are certain skills needed and a certain slightly introverted desire for order, somewhat Scandinavian perhaps and not so much Celtic flare. So a management person who is good at the people skills and the politics of the work place and good at other aspects of their job like dealing with customers may not necessarily have these skills and may need to be trained and guided.
Looking at that from a business competitive perspective:

The fact is that a business activity is made up of a multitude of tasks and the competitive edge on a level playing field where your competitor essentially produces the same quality product or service as you do, is to delver the tasks that make up your offering to a higher standard more often and in less time, as time is money!  Delivering a quality task in the best time every time! 
Now the cynics and the Celts will say that there are too many different tasks all slightly different and that they can’t be boxed off in this way. This is true to some extent in a minority of cases however in most modern work situations and for the majority of staff the activities and tasks largely repeat themselves. Not only that as managers in most cases we need to take the position that there is a right way to execute a task and that’s the way we need to train our people to do it.  This is why it is just as important to apply productivity management principles to the wayward and so called variable tasks.

So let’s look now at what that means for management: 
It means that we need to:
1. Name each task and define it
2. Set a standard quality outcome. What does it look like when it is done right?
3. Set a reasonable time to complete the task, just a reasonable time will do. This already allows for some variance.
4. All of this implicitly means that the supervisor or manager knows each task and how to execute it. It does not mean that they are able to execute each task just that they know what it looks like, what a successful outcome looks like and how long it might take. 
Operations supervisors & managers should be spending serious amounts of there time working through tasks and activities in this way, understanding them, defining them, setting outcome norms and standard times. After all what is management for if not to control the resources needed to complete the work such that we get all our tasks successfully completed each day and in the best time possible. As a business we thereby get to deliver the service or product to the best quality conditions for the least man time. The majority of most business costs are people costs and so the optimisation of the completion of tasks has got to be the number one priority for people who manage people, but is it?
The truth is that most managers and supervisors while they start out with the best of intentions get sucked into a hundred other things each day some of which will be doing there staffs work for them because the tasks are not fully defined and documented and the staff person hasn’t really been fully trained in the best way to execute. 

It can be a vicious circle and can easily bog down an operation into a poor productivity. Poor productivity could mean that you have 10%, 20 %, 30% or more staff time in place than you would need if all was properly organised. Imagine if you could free up that quality time to work on productive tasks like looking after customers or assisting in marketing and sales.  
Finding the time to get activities and tasks organised is often the challenge!

So let’s summarise and expand on what we have covered so far:
1. Understand each task and define it

2. Set a standard quality outcome

3. Set a reasonable time to complete the task
4. Document the task, the outcome and the time such that you can train staff

5. Create a checklist for staff to track how they are getting on so that you can help them with the tasks they are struggling with

So now we are introducing two further important concepts. We want to document tasks so that we can train staff and so that they have something that they can refer to and we want to introduce a simple record of how tasks get completed so that we can identify where the staff member is comfortable with tasks and where they may need more training and support.
It’s all about writing things down. In so many areas of modern life we become more efficient, effective and productive when we write things down. We all know this. It’s a fundamental of our civilisation. It’s what we send our kids to school for. 
The simplest example we all can identify with is the trip to the supermarket. Without the list we arrive back having forgotten a couple of items. We now have to make another trip or stop off another day to pick these up so two trips to the shop instead of one, got to be a minimum of an extra 30 minutes when all we needed to do was to take 2 or 3 minutes to sit quietly and make a list!!

It’s never happened you? Right? 

It’s called preparation! Planning & preparation and it saves time!
Ok! So all of the above is about planning and preparation and measurement!!!
Yes! Another important piece of the productivity jigsaw! Measurement!

Who said ‘if you can’t measure it, it’s not worth doing!’ some famous management book person!
Up to now we are talking about setting up a set of tasks for a particular activity, documenting that and training a staff member to execute the tasks in the right way in a reasonable time. And we have said that we would give the staff member a checklist so that they could record against each different task whether it was satisfactorily completed and how long it took to complete. Does this all appear complicated to you?
I never said that Productivity was easy. It’s detailed and requires patience and application but in order to be the best at what you do, someone in your organisation needs to embrace it and work it into the culture of your business in a big way. It does need senior management sponsorship and support. Whether you want to be the best in your marketplace or just survive! Productivity is the name of the game in a developed high cost economy, make no mistake about that! This is Ireland in the 21st century...
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