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This Management Brief discusses the advantages of 
process improvement. It provides a practical process 
improvement methodology, HELIX, that companies 
and organizations of all sizes can follow to improve 
processes and mission-critical workflows. With cus-
tomers' expectations spiraling upward, success de-
mands that processes be constantly challenged and 
pushed to higher levels of performance. 
 
W hen obstacles develop in a company's path to growth 
and prosperity, it has two choices: get over those obsta-
cles-fast-or risk becoming mired in its problems. For 
those able to negotiate the course, the rewards can be 
substantial.  
 
Consider the following case studies:  
 
In an effort to break through a growth barrier, a fabric dis-
tribution company wanted to rethink the way it purchased, 
inventoried and sold its product. After an intense one-year 
effort, the company implemented an entirely new set of 
work processes and systems. As a result, it reduced in-
ventory variances from 10 percent to 1 percent a year, 
increased sales volume by 20 percent, reduced staffing in 
sales and credit by more than 50 percent, and cut order-
to-shipping time from two days to under 24 hours.  
 
The board of directors of a 140-bed psychiatric hospital 
believed the institution's future was endangered by its in-
ability to comply with rapidly changing regulations and 
reporting requirements. The hospital spent six months 
reengineering the way it processed and cared for pa-
tients. The result was a streamlined environment that 
eliminated redundant work efforts, automated patient re-
cords, reduced paperwork and facilitated the production 
of regulatory and insurance reports.  
 
A cable-TV provider received notice that its outsourcer 
was going out of business. It had only six weeks to mi-
grate sales, billing and collection systems in-house or risk 
losing $5 million in billing a month. Fortunately, the com-
pany had conducted a study of its key workflows a year 
earlier, and so was able to contract for and install a new 
set of systems within that time period, as well as train 
staff on them.  

Processes On Demand is a project management process solu-
tion that reduces costs and improves project management re-
sults. It provides access to process descriptions, scalable work-
flows, step by step guidance, tools, PM templates, and re-
sources suggestions to help project managers and all those in-
volved in the Project Management Process.  

All three of these companies faced threats to their long-
term abilities to compete and grow, and all three used the 
same methodology to solve their problems. That method-
ology is called Helix, a nuts-and-bolts approach to quickly 
understanding how mission-critical delivery processes 
work and how they can be improved. The methodology 
facilitates an organization's ability to define the benefits of 
improvements in measurable terms, secure consensus 
and support among process operators and owners, define 
the criteria for determining success and build momentum 
for an efficient implementation. 
 
Helix begins with the concept of the organization as a se-
ries of value-adding delivery systems rather than depart-
ments and divisions. These delivery systems are com-
posed of workgroups drawn from various parts of the or-
ganization that share information to achieve a common 
objective, such as processing orders, purchasing supplies 
or managing payroll. Understanding how these delivery 
systems really work is critical to improving them.  
 
Typical process-improvement projects work through tradi-
tional organizational charts, asking employees from ship-
ping, purchasing and accounts payable for ideas inde-
pendent of one another. Such efforts fail to identify cus-
tomers and suppliers and never examine how people 
really work together to get things done. Helix, on the other 
hand, relies on delivery-system or workflow teams that 
represent a company's knowledge base about the proc-
esses it hopes to improve. In a distribution company, for 
example, the sales process would be analyzed by line 
workers from marketing, the sales/order desk, credit, 
warehouse/shipping, billing and collections. Once a 
shared understanding is achieved, the improvement proc-
ess becomes significantly faster and easier. 
 
At first glance, Helix has much in common with joint appli-
cation design (JAD). But it delivers far more dynamic re-
sults in terms of building cross-functional rapport, organ-
izational awareness and process improvements. Helix 
projects, which usually take between one and three 
months to complete, typically produce ROI results of 50 to 
800 percent. In addition to providing long-term benefits, 
they often allow immediate, low-cost improvements to be 
identified.  




