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Improving Business 101

Process improvement is one of the buzz words that was inspired by the management philosophies of Michael Hammer and James Champy that revolutionized the way business operated when they published Reengineering the Corporation in 1993 (Champy, 2002).  Business Process Reengineering became a firestorm that engulfed nearly all of the nation’s businesses with around 65% of Fortune 500 companies either have implemented such programs or having measures planned to be implemented in 1993 (Wikipedia, 2007).  “Business process reengineering is a management approach aiming at improvements by means of elevating efficiency and effectiveness of the processes that exist within and across organizations” (Wikipedia, 2007).  
The benefits of such process improvements can bring huge financial reward for the company.  General Motors was in a situation that Information Technology managers would dread.  The massive company’s computers were made up of different brands, platforms, systems, software, and development tools.  GM being the process of reengineering their IT infrastructure by standardizing their computer equipment by going with Hewlett-Packard for their desktops, Novell Netware for the security client, Microsoft office for office productivity software, and Hewlett-Packard for their printers. The deal with HP alone constituted the largest non-government sale in history.  This enabled General Motors’ IT department to save “10% to 25% on support costs, 3% to 5% on hardware, 40% to 60% on software licensing fees, and increased efficiency by overcoming incompatibility issues by using just one platform across the entire company” (Wikipedia, 2007). 
Ford has also successfully implemented process reengineering programs.  Instead of just trying to get more cars off the assembly line, Ford wanted to greatly increase the quality of their vehicles.  They accomplished this by creating a system that uses barcodes that are now attached to every part to make sure that when a car rolls off the assembly line it will have every part accounted for (Wikipedia, 2007). This move has reduced recall and warranty repairs by millions of dollars per year as well as being able to certify that all Ford cars are high quality and safe to drive (Wikipedia, 2007).  Ford has also put in place Voice-over-IP in its offices to reduce the cost of conference calls between the various Ford locations (Wikipedia, 2007). 
Process reengineering isn’t all good news however, especially for the workers that have been subject to its implementation.  Many workers have been given pink slips after a “business process redesign” program even though Michael Hammer and James Champy have both said such payroll cuts are not the focus of process reengineering.  Thomas Davenport, an early business process reengineering proponent, even said, 

“When I wrote about "business process redesign" in 1990, I explicitly said that using it for cost reduction alone was not a sensible goal. And consultants Michael Hammer and James Champy, the two names most closely associated with reengineering, have insisted all along that layoffs shouldn't be the point. But the fact is, once out of the bottle, the reengineering genie quickly turned ugly." (Davenport, 1995)
The buzz of BPR faded when the “founding fathers” of the theory began writing articles critical of its implementation, but it has become just another part of the modern business landscape nevertheless (Wikipedia, 2007).


Aprimo, like most companies, could gain a great deal by looking at the way their business operates and in what ways it could benefit from business process reengineering.  Firstly, I believe Aprimo and most companies could greatly benefit by viewing the marketing, research, sales, and support functions as an integrated process instead of the same departmental divisions and specialization advocated by Fredrick Taylor and Henry Ford in the early twentieth century.  The employees in each department only focus on how many contacts need to be found, meeting the quota for marketing qualified leads, meeting sales quotas, or trying to keep support profit margins high.  This model will work, but only so well.  A better approach would be to have the various departments in constant communication with each other to keep everyone’s eye on the goal, to be the best marketing automation solution and to make money doing it.  Customer support should also be in constant contact with the product development teams to discuss problems with the product and the feedback they are getting from customers on what features would like to be seen in future versions. 

Also, Aprimo currently has clients still running the first version of software they ever produced, even before they were named Aprimo.  The cost of keeping the technical support team trained on the much older product is a waste of precious resources.  Like Microsoft and Apple, Aprimo should cease support for the older versions of its software after a reasonable time period so it can better apply those resources toward customers with newer and more profitable versions. 
Aprimo should also open up its development ideas in much the same way Dell has opened up to the voice of the consumer in their Dell IdeaStorm program that allows the customer to vote on what they deem the most important changes or additions to Dell’s business are.  This method of developing a business model should be emulated by any company that cares about what its customers want.  The concept is simple, allow your customers to post ideas to a site and allow the posts to be voted for or against.  This could extend from what advertising should be done to branding to quality to customer service improvements and more.  The only danger in this concept is that by opening up the lines of communication with the customer, you must be ready to act on those ideas.  For instance, Dell’s customers have been in overwhelming support of getting rid of all of the “bloatware” or trial software that is loaded on newly purchased desktops and laptops.  Instead of acting on the voices of their customers, Dell has protected its revenue stream that it receives from such software by just adding another application on top of the more than nine trial software programs that will uninstall only some of the programs.  This move has infuriated its customers that were willing to spend their time to help Dell improve its business and have also sent a loud message to consumers that their voices are going in one ear and out the other.  If Aprimo would institute this concept, it could be majorly beneficial to be able to prioritize software updates and service issues but if those suggestions were ignored it would be a public relations nightmare.
Managing client’s support needs is an integral part of any software company like Aprimo.  Some customers are always going to be more demanding than others and even to the point that supporting them is turning into a cost for the company.  I even recently heard a support manager threaten to start weeding out calls from a particular client since they were making too many calls into Aprimo for support issues. First, if a company is abusing your company’s support that issue should be addressed face to face with the customer and find some mutual ground that is still profitable for you and still meeting the needs of the client.  Secondly, a customer should never be denied or ignored a service they have rightly purchased, ever.  Instead of simply having a support contract for a certain time limit, Aprimo could sell the customer so many minutes of customer service or only a certain number of calls before the contract would have to be renewed. A potential downfall of ignoring or neglecting the customer is that you have no idea who that person that you’re supporting knows. If that person has a great experience then you have a product evangelist out there doing more effective word of mouth marketing than you could ever pay for. Conversely, that one bad experience could have them actively trashing your company and product any chance they get which could cost you millions in lost sales.  Much like the butterfly effect, every action has some effect.  Positive reviews should be maximized and negative reviews should be fixed by working with the disgruntled customer and convert them into a believer who “much research shows that converted critics are the most enthusiastic fans” (Sernovitz, 2007). 
Improving business is something that every company should strive for but at the same time the company must realize that applying Six Sigma practices to the coffee pot will only create more work and stress.  Instead, look at what is slowing down the company and where your company’s passion lies and do everything you can to apply the resources there instead of tasks that could be automated and that have a positive return on investment.  Customers are your greatest asset when trying to determine where to invest time and money. The customer is always right, especially when they tell you how to make more money.

References
Business process reengineering. (2007, July 30). In Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Retrieved 21:09, August 1, 2007, from http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Business_process_reengineering&oldid=147964427
Champy, J (2002, March 5). Biography. Retrieved August 31, 2007, from Biography Web site: http://www.jimchampy.com/bio.htm
Davenport, T (1995). Reengineering - The Fad That Forgot People. Fast Company. 

Sernovitz, A (2007, July 25). Dealing with negative word of mouth. Retrieved August 1, 2007, from Damn, I Wish I'd Thought of That Web site: http://www.damniwish.com/2007/07/dealing-with-ne.html
