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CASE STUDY ANALYSIS

Abstract

This case study examines the Action Research project selected by the writer.  The intent of this paper is to document the problem, identify the method to use to discover the appropriate interventions, anticipate the results of those interventions, and reflect on how this process improves the way the writer tackles issues and concerns in the work place.  This paper addresses an idea the writer has to change the inner workings of a department within. It is anticipated that this project will become the writer’s Applied Action Research project for the Masters of Science in Management (MSM) capstone plan.

Case Study Analysis


This case study examines the Action Research project selected by the writer.  The intent of this paper is to document the problem, identify the method to use to discover the appropriate interventions, anticipate the results of those interventions, and reflect on how this process improves the way the writer tackles issues and concerns in the work place.


Change occurs every day in many companies throughout the world.  Executives and managers must deal with change in order to remain viable and competitive (Judson, 1991).  The results of change can be positive or negative depending upon the circumstances and environment in which change occurs.  It is because of these that many people fear and distrust change and yet without it, life inside and outside of an organization cannot be rich or robust.  This paper addresses an idea the writer has to change the inner workings of a department within Microwave Communications Incorporated (MCI).  Specifically, the writer wishes to perform a study of current procedures, processes, and functions and make recommendations to improve productivity and overall process work flow.

Background


The Application Security department is part of the Systems Security organization under MCI’s Technology and Planning group.  Application Security’s charter is to protect data assets by ensuring that maximum security and processes are implemented across MCI’s computing platforms.  Its vision is to provide technical expertise in providing support of security products, techniques and technology.  The Application Security group provides first level customer security access support to many of MCI’s legacy applications.  



The catalyst that triggered this project is a recent internal re-organization whereby the writer assumes the managerial responsibility over the Application Security group.  As the new manager, the writer has an opportunity to study the department’s current work flow and come up with ways to streamline and improve the various processes within the department.  


It is important to note that if the implementation of these interventions is not handled properly staff morale and the disruption of customer service may be affected.  However it is also the writer’s contention that departmental performance will be substantially increased if each one of the processes described above are improved upon if possible.

Problem Identification


There are many internal processes within the organization to ensure that customer support is fast and effective.  Many of these processes have evolved throughout the years from offshoots of earlier help desk functions.  

Although the group’s Key Performance Indicators (KPI) are high, there seems to be an overabundance of carry-over work completed during non-working hours by many of the more experience staff members.  It is because of this “unofficial” work load that the writer feels a review of existing processes is warranted to possibly improve the efficiency of these processes .  The writer believes that reviewing existing departmental processes with an eye towards working smarter, not necessarily harder, will increase productivity and open up other areas of opportunity for the business and the staff.  

Method


This project will use a hybrid Organizational Development model based upon the Action Research models of Morris and Sashkin’s and Susman and Evered. Although both models can work effectively for this project, the writer feels that Substituting Step’s 4 and 5 of Susman and Evered’s model (Susman, 1978) with Step 6 of Morris and Sashkin’s model (Sashkin, 1974) will provide the best mix for this particular Action Research project.  This is because of the dynamics of the focus group.  These individuals are members of the same organization and are intimately involved in the day-to-day processes being reviewed.  To focus on change in this environment, one needs to focus on the people al all levels of the organization, how they experience changing their way of working, changing their environment, and what their individual needs are to make the changes (Barger & Kirby, 1995).    Another change to the original models is the adding of a   step which concentrates in identifying and documenting all current processes prior to taking any action.  It is the writer’s belief that the project could be in danger of falling short of it’s objective if assumptions are made regarding current processes rather than ascertaining concrete and accurate facts regarding how business is being performed.   In fact, the writer is so convinced that the revised model will be successful, he has named it the Masias Process Improvement.

Table 1. Model of Process Improvement. 

	Step 1
	Diagnosis: identify or define the problem

	Step 2
	Identify and Document current processes

	Step 3
	Action Planning – consider all alternatives

	Step 4
	Action Taking

	Step 5
	Evaluate Results and Process


In order for this project to be successful, management must create a case for change.  The focus group must understand and buy into why the change is needed and what it will entail (Nadler, 1995).  This aspect of the project will be a relatively easy problem to rise above since it will be in the group’s best interest to make all current processes as efficient as possible.  The reasoning behind this statement lies with the reality of a flat headcount projected for 1998 and a management edict to pursue new business customers for the organization.  The five steps of the  Masias Model of Process Improvement are, Diagnosis: identify or define the problem, identify and document current processes, action planning – consider alternatives, action Taking, evaluate results and process. 

Step 1: Diagnosis: Identify or Define the Problem.  As mentioned earlier in this paper, because of the zeal of the experienced staff members, much of the work left over from the previous day is being completed during off hours.  This situation is a direct result of a heavy influx of customer requests which shows no sign of abating.  There are also other issues to consider.  Current budgetary limitations dictate a flat headcount for the remainder of 1998.  The work load has created an increase of pressure on the staff to meet service level goals.  To make matters worse,  the department is experiencing a temporary reduction in staff due to a recent resignation.  

This all  leads the writer to believe that a review by a focus group of all existing departmental processes is warranted.  Furthermore, the writer believes that reviewing existing departmental processes with an eye towards working smarter, not necessarily harder, will increase productivity, open up other areas of opportunity for the business and the staff, and reduce the pressure on an already overburdened staff.  

Step 2: Identify and Document Current Processes. The focus group will begin its efforts on first identifying all existing processes used within the department.  This step will include naming each process, describing its reason for existence within the organization, and thoroughly reviewing the step-by-step procedure used to carry the process to successful completion.  The benefits derived from this portion of the model are extremely beneficial to the organization.  It will not only identify each process but also uncover any of those not previously documented in the departmental procedures and standards which are used to train new staff members.  The processes needing critical review and evaluation are the Customer Access Requests via electronic mail (E-mail) scripts,  the Lotus Notes E-mail system, the Resource Access Control Facility (RACF), the Remedy statistical data base,  project management, workflow coordination, and the documentation administration process.  A brief synopsis on each of these functions is noted in the Appendix of this paper.
Step 3: Action Planning – Consider Alternatives. Once process identification/documentation is completed, the focus group will  begin the task of studying all processes to determine other alternatives to improve the processes.  For example, if process “A” contains five step-by-step procedures, Alternative 1 may be to process steps 3 and 4 simultaneously to save processing time. Alternative 2 may be to eliminate step 2 because it is already being done within Step 1 and is therefore redundant.  Alternative 3 may be to do absolutely nothing to the process since it is already performing at optimum efficiency.  In any event, the focus group’s prime responsibility will be to select and endorse the best possible interventions for each process in order to improve efficient and quality to the customers without sacrificing or ignoring the needs of the department.  
The idea of endorsing selected interventions by the group is critical to the success of the project.  Organizational improvement processes that depend upon the cooperation, teamwork, creativity, and intensified effort of the focus group members must pay attention to the people being impacted by any proposed change (French, 1995).  Obtaining the buy-off of team members will ensure the success of accepting those interventions within the organization.    

Step 4: Action Taking.  When all possible alternatives have been identified, the focus group will determine which alternative(s) are best to implement to improve the processes. Consideration and attention must be paid to this task since it is very likely that customer, staff, and management may be impacted and service level agreements may need to be re-negotiated.  An intervention time table will be prepared showing the process, proposed intervention, and implementation time frame to be followed.  Some critical processes may need to be pilot tested before being rolled out to the rest of the user community.  This use of planned change efforts in critical change target areas will be of benefit to the overall culture of the customer organizations (Beckhard, 1969). 


Prior to implementing the interventions, all persons affected will be contacted.  This does not only pertain to the department but customers and management as well.  It is important that the customers and users of the process understand that pending changes are imminent.  The purpose of this is two- fold.  First, the user should be aware and understand the reasoning behind the intervention.  From a practical perspective, it is in the best interest of the department to keep the users informed on any change is process which may have an impact on work load or systems.  Should something go wrong with the intervention, the user will be better able to understand  and notify the department.  Secondly, the user can participate in the intervention implementation and be ready to notify the department of any anomaly. This last point will be of enormous benefit to the department in evaluating the progress of the intervention.  

Step 5: Evaluate Results and Process.  Evaluating results of these interventions will be accomplished by identifying what needs to be measured (Davis, 1996).  One of the most critical ways to measure the success of the interventions will be to carefully monitor the current services levels established for the user.  Over a period of time, indications of a successful intervention will be an increase in productivity in the percentage of customer requests completed within one business day over the 98% current target.  Other evaluations to be used will include customer questionnaires, staff status reports, and existing problem ticket tracking systems.

Results Discussion


The writer hopes to uncover new ways of performing current departmental functions which will add cost effective and time cutting solutions to activities now being performed.  Existing procedures have been handed down from other areas due to departmental changes in functionality and previous re-organizational changes.  Since that time, the Application Security department has grown into a more specialized area providing customers with specific support services. 


 The anticipated changes to the aforementioned processes include the implementation of a Web based customer request front end system to handle the customer access requests currently being tracked by via electronic mail (E-mail) scripts. It is hoped that this new facility will also replace the Lotus Notes E-mail system.  Although previously mentioned RACF access process will probably not need replacement, a through study of its use and work flow may lead to improved service to our customers.  


The Remedy statistical data base may also be replaced with a more state-of-the-art system which would automatically track and create statistical data instead of requiring employees to manually input this information and slow down production.  The writer also hopes to create a Project Administration function within the department to track and report on outstanding projects performed by the department.  


Another hopeful improvement will be in the area of overall workflow coordination.  It is anticipated that a study in this area will show the need to tighten up on how customer requests are distributed throughout the department.  This will ensure the proper tracking of requests and help to improve the area’s key performance indicators, a management statistic used to report on the department’s quality of service to its customers.


The implementation of a documentation administration process will ensure that procedures and security standards are made and kept current.  This information is critical to the success of the department in training new staff and creating a knowledge data base to assist agents in providing timely and accurate problem determination skills and faster delivery of customer requests.  It is anticipated that this project will become the writer’s Applied Action Research project for the Masters of Science in Management (MSM) capstone plan.

Appendix

Customer Access Requests.  This function processes customer requests for access to MCI’s major software applications and legacy systems, and program data set information.  All such requests are submitted through the E-mail script CR US APPLICATION ACCESS or a mail message to the Application Security E-mailbox CSSEC@mci.com.  The issue with this process is that the mail script used does not allow for partial entry of requested information.  Since many requests are usually for single or multiple access requests, the mail script should be flexible enough to allow such alternate information to be entered.

Lotus Notes Data Base.  This data base is used as a repository and mail distribution system where all customer requests are received, processed, and acknowledged.  The issue with this process is that there are many customers who do not have access to Lotus Notes and must therefore rely on technology to reformat mail messages from different mail packages to the Lotus Notes format.  This often leads to format problems and lost information.

RACF Requests.  This function creates access identifiers for customers to use to access the many MCI  mainframe platform data centers. Applications Security creates RACF IDs for employees and consultants of MCI and several alliance partners such as Avantel, Stentor, and Concert.  Individuals are granted access to twelve production applications, three acceptance and development applications, and seven CICS regions.  Application Security also provides problem investigation and resolution on security access issues related to the applications we support.  This process is in generally good shape however it is hoped that by fine tuning departmental procedures, the flow of work can be improved.

Remedy Data Base.  This data base is used specifically for tracking staff productivity.  Statistical data on the performance of every staff member is presented to management in report formats to aid in staff reviews and justify additional head count when applicable.  The issue with this data base is that it is only used for manually tracking statistical information.  Because it is labor intensive, it slows down staff productivity. 

Project Management.  This function tracks all departmental projects to ensure timely completion of required tasks and project phase implementation.  All projects impact the quality and performance of the Applications Security organization and are periodically reported to upper management to document Applications Security’s efforts to contribute to ITO’s mission and vision statements.  The issue with this function is that it is currently non existent.  All projects are now being handled in a haphazard fashion with no one to monitor overall project status and completion.

Workflow Coordination.  Application Security operates an Automated Call Distribution (ACD) line Monday through Friday during the hours of 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. Mountain Time.  Calls roll to MCI’s Customer Service Support Help Desk (CSS) after-hours.  The staff rotates a primary and secondary pager with a request that the on-call be contacted at home before paging.  Ninety eight percent of all requests submitted as outlined above are processed within one business day.  The group processes an average of 2487 calls/written requests per week.  This averages out to 355 per analyst. The issue with this function is that employees access the incoming mail box at will to select whatever customer requests they wish to work on.  This action prevents management to know what requests are being worked by what staff member at any given time.

Documentation Administration.  This function creates, updates, and maintains all of the department’s operation procedures and standards documentation.  Periodic audits are performed to re-validate what is written to ensure accuracy and timely information is included.  is that there is no scheduled review period in which to review, re-validate, or update existing documentation.
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