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    Book Abstract


    Fresh ideas for improving your business probably won't come from your senior managers – you're already doing what they think. Instead, the best ideas are far more likely to come from your front-line people who interact with customers, make your products and deliver your services. Instead of suppressing those ideas, idea-driven organizations pick up on them and apply them.
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    Simply put, idea-driven organizations are directed from the top but are primarily driven by ideas from the bottom. They let good ideas bubble up from front-line staff which then get picked up on and executed from the top down. For this to happen, you need to have systems in place which both push and pull those ideas at the same time.


    To get ahead, don't look for a superstar CEO. Listen to and act on the ideas of your ordinary employees.


    When you start unlocking the potential of those ideas, everything changes.


    “The bottom line is this:Idea-driven organizations have many times the improvement and innovation capability of their traditional counterparts. If you learn how to tap the ideas of your front-line workers, you can truly break free of the reductionist “more with less”mindset. You and your employees will thrive in environments where you once would have struggled to survive.”


    -Alan Robinson and Dean Schroeder


    “The winners aren’t the ones who do the most things. When everything is pursued, the important gets neglected. The winners are the ones who do the most important things. Be the best at what matters most to customers, and you will succeed. Your goal should be to be so good at the basics that you are cutting edge.”


    -Joe Calloway


    About the Author


    ALAN ROBINSON is a professor in the School of Management at the University of Massachusetts. To date, he has co-authored six books including Ideas are Free, Corporate Creativity and Modern Approaches to Manufacturing Improvement. Dr. Robinson specializes in continuous improvement, creativity, ideas and innovation lean production. He has also consulted with more than 200 organizations in 25 countries. Dr. Robinson is a graduate of the University of Cambridge and Johns Hopkins University.


    DEAN SCHROEDER is professor of management at Valparaiso University. In addition to coauthoring Ideas Are Free, Dr. Schroeder has published 80 articles and consulted with organizations in North America, Europe and Asia. His work focuses on creating high-performing organizations and improving them through better management. Dr. Schroeder is a graduate of the University of Minnesota and the University of Montana.


    Important Note About This Ebook


    This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.


    Summary of The Idea-Driven Organization (Alan Robinson and Dean Schroeder)


    1. Understand the power of front-line ideas


    It's amazing how many companies ignore the ideas which their front-line employees generate every day. If you can become idea-driven, you can gain a competitive advantage.


    Very few organizations fully harness the collective brainpower, creativity, hands-on knowledge and insights of their entire workforce. By and large, most tend to use just the ideas which are drawn from a handful of company leaders or sometimes the owners. That's unfortunate because there is no question front-line employees can come up with great ideas.
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    To illustrate, take the example of Coca-Cola Stockholm. It was struggling with a problem on its bottling line for 500ml bottles of Coca-Cola. A sensor was causing bottles to jam on average two or three times a day. Several experts tried to fix the problem without success. Then one of the bottling line workers suggested a very simple fix – put a steel washer on the sensor mounting bracket to lower the friction of the sensor on the bottles. The inexpensive fix worked perfectly and not only saved the company thousands of dollars each year in damaged products but also significantly reduced downtime on the bottling line.


    Interestingly, Coca-Cola headquarters had mandated that all company-owned bottlers worldwide should train a cadre of Six Sigma black belts and green belts to come up with improvement projects which would generate documentable savings. That Six Sigma initiative was very successful for Coca-Cola Stockholm as the company achieved substantial reductions in its costs from 2007 to 2010.


    When the data was analyzed, however, the company's managers were surprised to find less than a quarter of the cost savings had come from the Six Sigma experts. Seventy-six percent of the company's cost savings in 2007 were generated by front-line employee ideas and that number increased to eighty-three percent in the following years.


    “The Coca-Cola improvement data reflect what we have come to call the 80/20 Principle of Improvement:roughly 80 percent of an organization’s performance improvement potential lies in front-line ideas, and only 20 percent in management-driven initiatives.”


    -Alan Robinson and Dean Schroeder


    Most managers find it difficult to accept that front-line sourced ideas could offer four times the improvement potential of their own ideas. However, this same dynamic has been found to hold true for diverse organizations across a wide range on industries.


    “In our experience, when leaders become convinced of the validity of the 80/20 principle, they realize what they have been missing and want a high-performing idea system in their organizations. However, they need to be careful. There is a lot more involved in getting these ideas than simply setting up an idea process and layering it onto an existing organization.”


    -Alan Robinson and Dean Schroeder


    It's amazing what front-line employees can achieve when managers and supervisors stop getting in the way. Creating an idea-driven organization may seem like a no-brainer but there are two reasons why they are so rare in the real world:


    
      	
        Building an idea-driven organization requires a lot of hard work

        To build a genuine idea-driven organization, you can't just mandate it and it happens. It takes a lot of hard work to integrate an idea system into the way you operate and manage your enterprise.

      


      	
        Trusting front-line employees to do what is best runs counter to traditional practice

        Most organizations still have a command-and-control mindset which is top driven and top directed. The thought of going to front-line employees and let them come up with a solution and then implement it seems unfathomable.

      

    


    The simple fact is managers have lots of aggregate knowledge about the organization as a whole. Front-line workers have hands-on knowledge and know-how about specific circumstances only. If managers insist on issuing orders, front-line employees are forced to follow those instructions even if it's obvious they won't work. To do things in the best feasible way, you want to make your organization top directed but bottom driven.


    The ultimate is to create an organization where front-line employees can push good ideas from the bottom and managers pull them from the top. If you can do that, you have the best of both worlds.


    “Every day, front-line employees see many problems and opportunities that their managers do not. They have plenty of ideas to improve productivity and customer service, to offer new or better products or services, or to enhance their organizations in other ways. But their organizations usually do better at suppressing these ideas than promoting them.”


    -Alan Robinson and Dean Schroeder


    2. Realize this will take a different kind of leadership


    To become idea-driven, you're going to replace command-and-control with a better management style. You'll need systems which keep managers connected with front-line people so you can pick up on their ideas.


    Why are most leaders blind to front-line ideas? Several reasons come to mind:


    
      	When you get into a position of power, you assume you're being paid to think and therefore you become less likely to consider alternatives. You can become less open to the perspective of others.


      	You might start inadvertently objectifying the workforce – seeing them as merely a means to an end rather than real people with valuable thoughts and ideas.


      	The perks that come with the new job – reserved parking spaces, country club memberships, private dining rooms and bathrooms – send the subliminal signal that you're better than the people who work for you. Once you believe that, it's easy to conclude you know better too.


      	Anyone who gets into a position of power knows it's easy to start listening less carefully and talking more You can start believing your own press releases and feel superior.


      	It's relatively easy to become egocentric and preoccupied with self-interest when you get into a position of power. That just comes with the territory.

    


    The cumulative effect of these factors is the more you rise up the hierarchy of your organization, the less open you generally become to hearing and acting on ideas from front-line employees.


    “Building an idea-driven organization takes a lot of hard work. Trusting front-line employees to do what is best for the organization runs counter to traditional management practice. Managers can easily fall into the trap of believing that they know best and that their jobs are to issue orders and make certain those orders are followed.”


    -Alan Robinson and Dean Schroeder


    To fight the negative effects of power, there are two things you can do:


    
      	
        Select, develop and promote managers who are humble and work well with others

        Idea-driven organizations typically look for managers and leaders who have humility rather than superstar tendencies. In a business context, humility means you listen to and respect other people's ideas. Building an idea-driven organization always requires that you listen carefully to what front-line and entry-level employees are saying. You need managers who are more concerned with being effective and less concerned with publicizing their own ideas – which is in practical terms another way to define humility.

      


      	
        Keep managers well-grounded in what's happening on the front lines

        Being idea-driven also requires that you have managers who are in touch with the front lines. You need to develop mechanisms which keep ultra-busy managers engaged with and exposed to customers and their demands.

      

    


    That last requirement of keeping leaders familiar with what's going on at the front line is critical. There are several ways successful idea-driven organizations have been able to achieve this:


    
      	Dubal (an aluminum producer in Dubai with three thousand employees) developed a recognition program. Each year, the company awards first-, second-and third-place prizes to the best ideas being put forward by rank-and-file employees in more than a dozen different categories. The judging teams comprise upper managers (including the CEO) who have to visit each department which has nominated someone in person to see what's actually being achieved. The real benefit of the program comes from getting the judging panels out into each department noticing good ideas which are bubbling up from the bottom.


      	Toyota has long been regarded as being an idea-driven organization. It's managers regularly are expected to “go to gemba”. Gemba is Japanese for the actual place where the real work is done (that is, the front lines.) Toyota teaches all managers everything that really matters happens at gemba, not at corporate headquarters.


      	ThedaCare is a health care provider based in Wisconsin. Each week, all ThedaCare managers (even the CEO) are required to spend several hours working at a hospital or a clinic to see what's going on. The company also holds its regular Thursday morning leadership meetings at a different hospital or clinic each week and this meeting includes a thirty-minute walk-around meeting the staff.

        “When you go down to the front lines to see for yourself, you can use all five senses to decide if ideas are any good.”


        -Ken Fujimura, director of continuous improvement and quality, Crane & Co.

      

    


    Traditionally, top-level managers are in the habit of asking: “What is the financial return on that idea?”When you're trying to become idea-driven, that's not always the smartest question to ask. If you're dealing with a complex issue which has intangible and unpredictable elements, a cost-benefit analysis usually doesn't tell the full story. That kind of analysis should really only be used to confirm decisions rather than to make them.


    Usually the best way to encourage leaders to be more idea-driven is transparency. If you openly track which managers encourage their people to suggest ideas and then implement them, they will do more of it. If you then compare their performance with their peers on a scoreboard, you create a powerful inducement for that to happen more. That's especially the case if managers know the CEO and the senior leadership team are following the scoreboard closely.


    “An idea-driven organization cannot be created or maintained without being led by the right kind of people. But the leaders themselves can only be as good as the structures and systems they set up to govern the way their organizations work.”


    -Alan Robinson and Dean Schroeder


    3. Start aligning your strategy and your management


    To become idea-driven, you'll need to eliminate all the misalignments which stop great ideas from bubbling up from the bottom at the present time. Focus front-line ideas on your organization's key strategic goals and then make it possible for those ideas to flow.


    Becoming idea driven is not simply a matter of layering a mechanism to collect front-line ideas onto your existing organization. Front-line ideas won't bubble up from the bottom and get applied unless your organizational structure is properly aligned with that aim.


    In practical terms, to allow your organization to become more idea driven, you need to make sure these elements are correctly aligned:
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    “Ideas are voluntary. If people don’t feel that their ideas will be welcomed and acted on rapidly and with a minimum of fuss, they can always keep the ideas to themselves, if they even think of them in the first place. This is why the flow of ideas is very sensitive to alignment. Although alignment is conceptually simple, in practice, it is very challenging to get right, and few organizations do it well. For an organization to be well aligned for ideas, many different elements have to work together. Even one critical element out of alignment can make implementing an individual idea challenging or even block it. Neglect of just a few elements can undermine an entire idea system. In far too many organizations, ideas are forced to run a gauntlet of misaligned elements that is often unsurvivable.”


    -Alan Robinson and Dean Schroeder


    Strategy


    Many leaders assume their strategy (and their goals) just naturally cascade down from them to every other layer of the organization. The problem is that leaders spend very little time thinking about how goals might conflict at lower levels. To get your organization aligned with your strategy, you have to translate your strategy into metrics which your front-line workers understand and can affect with their ideas.


    In the absence of knowledge about goals, people cannot put forward viable ideas. They won't understand what is trying to be achieved. You have to identify the key leverage points of your preferred strategy and frame them in actionable ways in order to get front-line staff to make suggestions for improvements.


    Also never forget the call for ideas needs to be perceived to be in the interests of front-line people before they will participate. If “finding ways to cut costs”is interpreted by rank-and-file employees as code for “identifying who to lay off”, they won't be very forthcoming with their ideas. You need to make sure your strategy is seen as being in the interests of front-line employees or you won't get very far.


    Goals


    When setting organizational goals, give some thought to how those goals will be perceived by individual departments. If your organization is configured by function, you may be setting a goal which will improve things in one department at the expense of another department. Turf wars are unhelpful and costly.


    The reality is most work requires at least some interaction between different departments


    
      	Relocate everyone into open-plan offices. That will send a strong signal transparent and collaborative effort is required.


      	Set such an ambitious goal for your organization to go after that it is obvious cross-department collaboration will be needed.


      	Offer performance bonuses which are based on the output of the entire organization rather than just your unit or your team. Reward people not just for their performance but also for how they contribute to the performance of the organization as a whole.


      	Map your entire supply chain – so you can highlight where improvement efforts will generate the most bang for your buck.

    


    Structure


    

    

    

    Policies


    

    

    
      	Time – front-line employees need time to work on their ideas. Most idea-driven companies allow workers to have a minimum of an hour-and-a-half each week to work on their own ideas. You will need to make sure your managers allow for that to happen.


      	Money – employees often need to make some small equipment purchases to develop and implement their ideas. Many idea-driven companies budget $100-$500 a month to team leaders as an idea budget. They can spend that amount without running the gauntlet of the normal purchasing system.


      	Assistance from support functions – many front-line ideas will require the help of information technology, maintenance, engineering or purchasing to happen. If those departments are already working at maximum capacity, they will resent being lumped with additional one-off tasks. Many idea-driven companies hire small teams in each support function whose sole role is to help implement promising front-line ideas. Managers also have to be willing to temporarily add or reallocate support resources as stress points emerge.

    


    

    Procedures


    

    

    

    

    

    

    Rewards


    

    
      	“Well, it made my job easier.”


      	“I suggested this because it saved me time.”


      	“I am just trying to eliminate a source of frustration for me and for my friends.”


      	“I wanted to help my company.”


      	“I feel a sense of pride about my work.”

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Have a long-term mindset


      	Train implementation team


      	Assess your organization


      	Design your idea system


      	Start correcting misalignments


      	Start a pilot test


      	Prepare to launch


      	Roll out organization wide


      	Continue to improve

        

        
      

    


    1. Have a long-term mindset


    

    

    2. Train implementation team


    

    

    
      	The team will need to have someone from senior management to lead it.


      	The team will also need other senior managers to champion it before it will gain any traction.


      	The team will need middle managers as well because they will provide the glue to keep things moving forward.


      	The team will need to include some real live front-line workers so they can bring their perspective to bear.

    


    

    3. Assess your organization


    

    
      	You identify any misalignments between what's now in place and what's required in order to make your idea system work.


      	You look for opportunities to integrate your new idea system into existing systems and processes.

    


    

    
      	What challenges have you faced in using new ideas?


      	Is it easy to get resources for new ideas?


      	What other mechanisms for new ideas can be used?


      	Have you seen new idea initiatives fail? Why?


      	What potential problems do you see in the future?

    


    

    4. Design your idea system


    

    
      	Who will oversee the system?


      	How will new ideas get communicated?


      	How will ideas get collected and implemented?


      	Who has the authority to change any processes?


      	What budgets and resources will be available?


      	What metrics will be used to gauge performance?


      	How will the company recognize success?


      	What will middle managers do to promote ideas?


      	How will senior executives get involved?


      	What initial training will be given and to whom?


      	What ongoing training will be required?


      	How will the idea system be improved over time?

    


    

    5. Start correcting misalignments


    

    

    6. Start a pilot test


    

    

    
      	It needs to be live – so you can identify problems and correct them before they do too much damage. You also want to highlight opportunities to make your system better.


      	Your pilot needs to generate evidence of value – so you can use the data to build support for your idea system. You need some quick wins to build momentum for change.


      	A good pilot program will also produce coaches and champions – people will get experience they can then use to help generate buy-in when the ideas program scales up.


      	Ideally, you want your pilot program to replace uncertainty with anticipation – it will be so good others will see the benefits and look forward to using it themselves.

    


    

    7. Prepare to launch


    

    
      	What went well?


      	What misalignments were identified?


      	What additional resources will be required?


      	How can we make a major roll out go more smoothly?


      	Which managers are onboard and which are not?

    


    

    8. Roll out organization wide


    

    

    
      	You don't have enough resources to train everyone at the same time.


      	You need high-level managers to be involved and they won't all be available at the same time.


      	You have departments with deep expertise which will require more time to adjust than other departments.


      	You have reluctant managers who want to see what happens with other departments first before they get onboard.


      	You need to adjust and fine-tune as you go.

    


    

    

    9. Continue to improve


    

    

    

    
      	Problem solving – where you come up with solutions to problems that currently exist


      	Problem finding – where you bring to the surface problems which people have ignored

    


    

    

    
      	Running short training or educational modules called "Idea Activators." These sessions can give people new perspectives and new tools and techniques for first identifying and then making suggestions on how to solve the underlying problems.


      	Doing idea mining where you bring to bear different perspectives. Instead of looking at existing problems as irritations, consider them to be flags for where future improvements need to be made. Figure out how to turn problems into advantages.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      	Many innovations need front-line ideas and suggestions before they will even work properly. The modern business world is complex and one of the key advantages of a good idea system is you can access small but helpful ideas from the front-line people. They work in realities, not in an abstract sense.


      	When you have large numbers of small ideas being put forward, you can innovate in ways which would otherwise be impossible. Accessibility to a steady flow of ideas and suggestions from front-line workers enables more innovation to keep happening.


      	When you take an innovation and add-in the ideas which are put forward by front-line people, it's feasible to come up with major breakthroughs. Integrating that actual front-line knowledge into your product development process can be a major competitive advantage.


      	It's not at all unusual for front-line ideas to open up new and previously untapped opportunities for innovation. Front-line people talk to customers and know and appreciate what they need. By listening to them rather than just your R&D people, you can come up with some very innovative ideas.


      	When you have a good idea system in place, you remove many of the traditional barriers to innovation. You signal that everyone's ideas are welcomed and taken seriously.
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