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What defines a best practice suggestion system or other employee driven idea process?  We will review several key measurements that can be used to define a best practice idea process.  Using a single number to identify a top process typically is inadequate.  Then we will review idea management systems to manage those best practice systems.

Care must be taken to insure the numbers are realistic.  For instance a facility could obtain 100% participation just by inserting on a single idea every person as a submitter.  Ideally we want measurements that are percentages or per employee.  This facilitates easier comparisons between different organizations or departments.

Items to consider when comparing idea processes:

· Are they in a similar sector (e.g., manufacturing, service, public sector)?

· Is the work force union or non-union?

· What types of awards are used?  Can you use the same ones?

· What types of ideas do they handle (smaller kaizen, larger ideas or both)?

· Is what they are doing truly innovative?

· How well is it integrated with other quality processes such as Lean, Six Sigma or ISO/QSO?

· What people manage that process?

· Is top management and middle management directly involved in the process?

· Who can participate?

· How efficient is it to enter/process/close/award an idea?

· What types of computer systems are supported in their organization versus yours? 

Below are typical measurements for a continuous improvement or suggestion process.  From our experience we have shown a value we feel is best practice for that item.  We recommend using several measurements when looking at your process.  For instance participation rate and ideas/eligible employee together show a better picture of your process.

Measurement
How it is Measured
Best Practice

Participation
The number of distinct people that have submitted an idea for a certain time period.  A person is only counted once, regardless of the number of ideas submitted.  Some organizations base participation on adopted ideas instead of submitted ideas.
Over 50%

Ideas/Eligible Employee
Total number of ideas submitted for the time period divided by the total number of eligible employees at the end of that time period.
Over 2

Savings/Eligible Employee
Total savings for the time period divided by the total number of eligible employees at the end of that time period.  Savings normally should be net which is gross savings minus award & administration costs.
Over $1,000

Adoption Rate
The percentage of ideas that have been adopted in relation to all ideas that have had a decision made (adopt or not adopt)
Over 50%

Implemented Ideas/Eligible Employee
Total number of ideas implemented for the time period divided by the total number of eligible employees at the end of that time period.
Over 1

Average Total Turn-Around Time
The total time of processing the idea from submittal to final processing.  For a not adopted idea that typically is when that decision was made.  For an implemented idea it is when the idea is implemented and all paperwork is finished.
< 30 Days

Average Decision (Evaluation) Turn-Around Time
The average time taken to review an idea as viable from date of receipt to the date of decision (adopt or not adopt decision).
< 2 Weeks

Best Practice Management Systems

Properly managing a suggestion or other idea process is a challenge.  It typically involves some type of software process.  Though for a very small process, a paper based approach still may work.

Number of Ideas/Year
Size of Organization
Management System

<100
Single site
Paper

100-300
Several sites & want centralized process
Small database or possibly a spreadsheet

300-5000
Medium size & several sites
Medium sized – networked and possibly intranet

>5000
Larger organization
Client/Server and intranet.

What are key issues with using a software management system?

· Who has to use the system?  Who are these stakeholders?

· Can steps be automated and streamlined?

· What is the value of the database to the organization?

· Automating the awards process – finding vendors that will support that.

· Avoiding duplicate suggestions.

· Integrity of the data and fairness.

· Ease of use.

· Are we collecting the ‘right’ amount of information?

· What types of reports, graphs and other information do we need?

What metrics do we want to use to measure success?

· Cash savings – total, per idea or per employee

· Tangible versus intangible or safety

· Participation

· Adoption

· Impact to the organization

· Processing time

· Activity by group or department

· Managers that support or do not support the process

· ____________________

· ____________________

· ____________________

Process Flowchart

Below is a sample process flow.  This will vary greatly from organization to organization.  The process flow must be a clear representation of the process without making it too complex.  It is an important component of a proper design of an idea process.  We must clearly understand our process and document it before attempting to design or update the management system.
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 Designing an Idea Management Process

When implementing a software system, we need to have a very clear purpose.  Otherwise costs can escalate.  Updating a simple database (e.g., in Excel) do higher-level tasks may be too costly or not feasible.

· Why are we doing the update or creating a new system?  

· Who is going to insure we have a successful result?

· Are there any other items we should link in at the same time?

· Can we integrate it with other quality processes like Lean or Six Sigma? 

· Have a very clear design.

· Look at all costs.  

· Documentation is often ignored as a cost.  A good user manual can cost easily over $10,000 to write if we add in all costs to create that.  Get someone also that knows how to write technical documents and understands your process to create that manual.

· Training needs.

· Make sure to review all options, even when updating.  An option that wasn’t appropriate 2 years ago may now be.

· Internal IS departments have their own agendas and may not steer you towards the best solution.

· What is a realistic timeline for implementation?

A sample process to design an idea management process is as follows.  This could also be used to make other changes to your idea process.  These steps are intended as a guide to how a process could be designed.  They can be modified to fit specific needs.  Insure to involve top management in the process whenever possible but do not overburden them.
I. Identify a team or group to work on the initial design.

A. Gather information on idea processes from magazines, books and other publications.

B. Attend training sessions to obtain background knowledge.

C. Join appropriate trade associations (e.g., Employee Involvement Association).

II. Clearly identify what the idea process is and the planned participants.  If there is an existing process, review it and identify any weaknesses and strengths.  

A. Use a black box (input/output analysis), fishbone diagram, force field analysis or other tools to review critical elements of the process.

B. Using the Checklist for Success is a good starting point to identify important elements (use the SUGGESTION checklist).

III. Identify other employee involvement processes currently used in the organization.  

A. Is it possible to share resources (e.g., purchasing power with a vendor or a combined points process)?

B. Review other idea processes with customers or suppliers.  If there are none, is it something we should plan for?

IV. Come up with one or more outlines of what the process could look like.  Make sure to include:

A. How do we make this a strategic part of the organization?  

B. Who can participate (ideally all people)?

C. What types of ideas are acceptable (ideally all ideas will be selected)?

D. Who will manage the process (which area in the organization)?  Will they champion it?

E. Who will review and implement ideas?  Can smaller ideas be locally handled?

F. What is appropriate recognition and awards?  How can we make it fair?

G. What type of budget would we need?  Can it be adjustable based on idea volume?  Can it be set up as a profit center?

V. Using consultants or outside trips, benchmark and gather information on what other organizations have used.  Try to find similarities into what will work in your organization.

A. Make sure to have the sample process designed in step 4 to be clearly laid out.

B. If using benchmarking, make sure to send at least 2-3 people to each site to avoid people seeing the information gathered as the point of view of the person making the site visits.  These people typically work with a larger team in the organization to integrate the information learned from the benchmarking trips.  Remember to share knowledge back to the companies benchmarked.

C. Good consultants can speed up the review process and potentially save money, since extensive benchmarking can be very expensive.  Using their knowledge base of working with many other organizations can supplement or replace the outside benchmarking trips.

VI. Have initial focus groups with the key stakeholders to identify what they feel as important. 

A. This normally includes middle management, supervisors, evaluators and submitters.  The people managing the staff may also be on focus groups.  If also including top management, be very aware of not taking too much of their time.

B. Involve related processes in the design so they can be compatible (e.g., formal recognition programs or team processes).

C. Use the initial design(s) as a basis but allow for flexibility to modify those design(s).

VII. Write up a specification

A. A clear mission statement of the process should be included.

B. Work with people from related processes to include them in the specification (e.g., a shared reward process using points).

C. Identify areas that may be outsourced to other vendors.

VIII. Have final focus groups with the specification and adjust it into a final specification.

IX. Get final bids from appropriate vendors.

X. Review the entire process and decision with appropriate people in management.

XI. Follow-up focus groups are recommended after the first 6 months and at least annually after that to insure the process remains fair.
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