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Keeping an Eye on Time
"Go sir, gallop and don't forget the world was made in six days.
You can ask me for anything you like except time."







Napoleon Bonaparte

A patient and her family wait for transport to surgery.  A surgeon waits for the patient.  The patient arrives.  The patient, family and surgeon wait for the anesthesiologist.  Inside the OR, the staff waits on a surgical supply item.  In the end, patient, family, surgeon, anesthesiologist and OR staff will wait on a $2 piece of plastic.  Meanwhile the meter is ticking.

A benefits manager calls for an update on a hospitalized employee.  A hospital clerk with the necessary information isn't available.  She gets the message but is missing the approval needed to release the information.  She sends the necessary form to finance.  It hits a pile sitting on the desk of a V.P. who's tied up in a day-long meeting.  Two days later, the form comes back with the necessary approval.  Meanwhile the meter is ticking.

A sick child arrives in the emergency room at midnight.  A triage nurse takes some preliminary information.  An hour later, an admitting clerk takes some information.  At 2:00 a.m. the patient sees a doctor who takes some information.  At 3:00 a.m. the child is admitted to the hospital.  Once on the floor, a nurse takes some information.  Eighty percent of the information collected over the preceding three hours was redundant; it was the same information collected multiple times by different individuals.  Meanwhile the meter is ticking.

Time.  The only way to get more of it is to go faster.

Time and expertise, that's what doctors have to sell.  Their ability to enhance their incomes and lifestyle depend on how they handle time.  Throughput has a direct impact on physician income and loyalty.  In the hospital, where labor drives the majority of operating costs, time is the obvious avenue to productivity improvement.

With the benefits of speed so apparent, it's clear organizations should be able to enjoy significant advantages in competitiveness and cost effectiveness simply by being quicker.  The faster the better.  

But not so fast.  Haste makes waste, right?

Maybe not.  According to a growing body of research and experience, a commitment to speed can give rise to falling costs and improved quality.  There's an apparent paradox wrapped in the quest for speed just as there is in the quest for quality.

Most people once expected higher quality to cost more.  Today, there's a growing acceptance of the opposite effect - as quality goes up, costs go down.  Speed and quality drive down costs for some of the same reasons.  When well deployed, both focus on process simplification, facilitated learning, and moving decisions to where work is done.  Here are some of reasons speed drives down costs while enhancing quality:

· More cycles in the same period of time provides more opportunities to learn over the time period and provides more opportunities for improvement.

· Streamlined and simplified processes require fewer people.

· Fewer handoffs create fewer opportunities for mistakes.

· Cross-trained workers and decisions at the point of work allow the organization to be more flexible and responsive.

· Fewer "stat" situations mean less likelihood of throwing the organization into excess resource consumption (time, people, money).

· There is less structural idle time.  Workers spend much less time waiting around when demand falls off during the day or week.

· Non-value added work is driven out.  Speed forces the organization to constantly question the contribution every activity makes to customer value.

· A focus on customer needs provides a legitimate hurdle for every process task and sub-task.  It provides the locus for organizational attention.  Increased customer satisfaction is a critical outcome of quality and speed.

· Speed demands less inventory and means fewer holding costs.  Time-based organizations keep as little inventory on hand as possible.

· A timely response to strategic developments is an asset.  Quicker decisions are higher quality decisions.  An organization that can turn on a dime will have an advantage that translates into lower costs and stronger ability to meet the demands of a changing market.

There are some important differences between quality improvement and time reductions.  Quality improvement focuses on reducing variation.  Speed focuses on cycle time as its critical metric.  While improvements in quality can often be documented and tracked, overall progress is often difficult to fully assess.  The impact of improvement in speed is readily apparent.  Results can be judged with a watch.  Either the task or process is getting done faster or it's not.

Time can provide a meaningful organizational metric that complements quality improvement initiatives and their relatively long time horizons.  Clear short-term targets - reducing OR turnaround time by 40%, for example - can be set for time improvements.  Speed may represent one of the few reliable measures of the true impact of commitments to quality and cost reduction.  A faster organization is likely to be a higher quality organization and a more cost efficient one as well.

For health care organizations seeking to create meaningful levels of integration, time may be the most useful indicator of progress.  As integration becomes real, organizational speed ought to quicken.  So for a performance indicator of organizational progress on integration, a speedometer may be the instrument of choice.

Consultant, George Stalk, has probably done more than anyone in the United States to popularize the virtues of speed.  According to Stalk, "The ways leading companies manage time - in production, in new product development and introduction, in sales and distribution - represent the most powerful new sources of competitive advantage... In fact, as a strategic weapon, time is the equivalent of money, productivity, quality, even innovation... While the traditional companies track costs and size, the new competitor derives advantage from time, staying on the cutting edge leaving its rivals behind."

Both Japan and Germany demonstrated the dislocating power of speed during World War II moving with such rapidity on land and in the air that their opponents were initially unable to respond.  Japan extended the principle of speed into the business arena.  When Yamaha attacked its motorcycle business, Honda responded by introducing more than 113 new models in less than 18 months.  

Honda also cut 80% of the time from its motorcycle fabricating process.  Then it reset the bar for auto manufacturing with the "three-day car."  It committed to getting any new car to any buyer anywhere in the world within three days of receiving the order.  Toyota's legendary engineer, Taiichi Ohno, demonstrated that die changes that took Detroit three days to complete could be handled in minutes.  Toyota brought car models to market much faster than Detroit.  It worked with its suppliers to reduce their response times.  With one supplier it got order fulfillment down from 15 days to one.  Matsushita cut the time necessary to make washing machines from 360 hours to two.

According to Stalk, "Companies generally become time-based competitors by first correcting their manufacturing techniques, then fixing sales and distribution and finally adjusting their approach to innovation.  Ultimately, it becomes the basis for a company's overall strategy."

Stalk suggests that organizations should be aggressive when they set their time targets - go for 2 to 3 times the speed.  His "3 x 2 rule" suggested that an organization that grows three times as fast as the average rate of its industry will grow at twice the profits.  According to Stalk, this is because for every quartering of time consumption, there is a doubling of productivity and a 20% reduction in costs.

	All Kinds of Time

There are many different "types" of time, all of which can be reduced:

Response time.  How long it takes to respond to a request or solve a problem.

Turnaround time.  The sum of the delay between customer need and the beginning of work, plus the actual work time plus the delay between work completion and delivery to the customer.

Time to market.  The time necessary to conceptualize a new product and make it available for customers to purchase.

Cycle time.  The time necessary to complete a repetitive process, task or sub-task.

Recovery time.  How long it takes for an organization to adequately respond to a disappointed customer such that satisfaction is achieved.  (At McDonald's I once found myself forced to pull through the drive-up lane and wait while my order was cooked.  I waited frustrated because of the unexpected delay.  When the order was delivered to the curb, I got an apology and a free order of fries.  I was completely satisfied.)

Transport time.  The time necessary to move somebody or something from point A to point B.

Facility time.  The "designed-in" time necessary to move across a room, through a work station, down a hallway or across a hospital.

Change over time.  The amount of time to make a significant change or modification to production.

Throughput.  In health care, the time required to move a patient through an entire value‑added process (e.g., in and out of the operating room).


How can organizations go about picking up the tempo?  How can they begin to enjoy the benefits of speed?  Here are some ways to step on the accelerator:

1.  Ask customers what they expect in terms of time.  More importantly, watch them.  One bank videotaped customers waiting in line for a teller and noted how long it took before they began to show signs of impatience and frustration.  They adjusted the number of tellers to make sure no one had to wait beyond the threshold.  What do physicians expect in terms of test results turnaround?  How quickly should a call light be answered?  What is an acceptable wait time in Admitting?

2.  Measure time.  Use time measurements alongside financial and quality indicators.  Apply time measures to every process, not just those that have traditionally been measured.  One field service organization used MTTR (Mean Time to Response) as their primary performance measure.  They tracked the time between the customer's call to indicate a problem and the arrival of the service representative at the customer's site.  An average was calculated for the day and posted for everyone to see.  

How long does it take to prepare the budget?  How long to get a purchase order approved?  What is the time between discharge and billing?  How long does it take to clean a room?  How many days after the reporting period before the financial statements are available?  Think in terms of the cycle time for everything.

3.  Require speed.  While you can't simply will your organization to move fast, you can start requiring speed.  Don't accept the current levels of time performance.  Set clear expectations for organization improvements in speed.  Talk about time like you talk about return on equity.  Tie compensation and recognition to speed.

4.  Eliminate non-value added steps.  Non-value added activities are those the customer would not pay for if given the choice.  They increase cost and lengthen the time required for the process.  Cut them out with a vengeance.  Some experts estimate that 50% to 95% of most processes is non-value added.  There are always excuses for protecting non-value added activities, but they generally don't hold water.

5.  Eliminate the backlog.  Part of turnaround time, usually the largest part, is due to work waiting in the queue.  Many organizations have come to accept backlog as a fact of life and overlook a simple concept.  If the time of the backlog is continuing to get longer, there is a real need for additional throughput.  However, if the backlog time is stable, that means the daily output is the same as the input, thus there is enough capacity.  If the business office can process 100 bills per day and there are 100 discharges per day, why is there a two week delay between discharge and the bill being sent?  A one-day turnaround should be the goal.

6.  Don't improve if you can obliterate.  Peter Drucker observed that, "To start cost cutting, managers usually ask:  'How can we make this operation more efficient?'  It is the wrong question.  The question should be:  'Would the roof cave in if we stopped doing this work altogether?'  And if the answer is 'probably not,' one eliminates the operation."  Nothing speeds things up quite as fast as to stop doing something that doesn't really need to be done.  Southwest Airlines turns its planes around in a fraction of the time it takes other airlines to turn around their planes.  One key to the faster turnaround time - Southwest served no meals because its flights were shorter.  As a result, catering didn't have to put meals on board when the plane reached the gate.

7.  Streamline whatever is left.  In the movie, The Doctor, William Hurt plays a physician who encounters the health care system for the first time as a patient.  When the clerk in the cancer treatment center handed him forms requiring the same information he had just provided down the hall in admitting, many in the audience could relate.  Look for redundancies that can be eliminated.  Reengineer work flow to make it simpler.  Consolidate and standardize multiple forms.  Use technology to make information accessible after it has been captured the first time.

8.  Standardize the process where possible.  Customization can be an important source of value to the customer.  However, much of the work should be standardized in order to improve efficiency.  Standardization saves time on the front end by not recreating the wheel.  For example, standardized supplies speed the procurement process since fewer variations have to be ordered, handled, tracked and stocked.

9.  Move the process closer to the customer.  A big part of turnaround time for many products and services relates to location and distribution.  Regional distribution centers allow wholesalers to deliver to any destination in the country in a matter of hours.  Identify those services that require a lot of travel on the part of the patient or employees.  When the cost of travel is included, you may come to a different perspective on the economies of physical relocation.

10.  Do it for the customer.  The customer will pay for some things to be done for them, such as valet parking.  However, many services are just part of the deal.  Most pizza places and Chinese restaurants will deliver at no extra charge.  Information systems can automate those things not dependent on human touch and interaction.  Banks, airlines, hotels and car rental companies have put much of their transaction processes online making them more convenient for customers and reducing their own costs.  Since time is valuable, giving some back to the customer creates a strong advantage.

11.  Streamline the decision-making process.  It is sometimes amazing how much time is spent trying to get a decision made.  Reaching consensus on key issues is critical and that takes time.  But what many organizations call consensus building is often really mundane day-to-day fire fighting.  Too often, the issues have to be dealt with by a committee because no one owns the whole problem.  Decisions will be made faster when there are clear responsibilities that line up with the daily demands of the work and authority is pushed closer to the point of interaction with the customer.

The natural evolution of things is toward faster, not slower.  Nowhere in nature or in business is slowness rewarded.  Slowness must always be compensated for.  For the turtle and the snail, only a hard shell makes survival possible.  Organizations that think they can crawl along cautiously had better have a thick shell because they're likely to take a licking.

Health care is unique compared to other fields.  Often, time really is of the essence.  Beyond the contributions to improvements cycle time can make to quality and cost effectiveness are the clinical benefits of quicker response times when an illness or injury demands speed.  Also, there is the benefit of providing more convenient access and availability to increasingly impatient consumers.  There is a new mandate.  The old mandate was to offer "the highest quality at the lowest cost."  The new mandate is to offer "the highest quality at the lowest cost in the least amount of time."
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