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I’m offering this as an audiobook. Therein lies a challenge. I will be discussing process improvement, which often involves charting or recording techniques. I intend to describe these techniques so that the listener can form a mental image of what I’m saying, and hopefully in a way that inspires you to pursue greater knowledge of process improvement in your business.

There is no shortage of business self-help and advice books on the market, and many are good. However, many of them are technical, lengthy, and boring.

I have both an advantage and a disadvantage as the author of a book on how small businesses can make meaningful improvements by utilizing process improvement (PI or SBPI).

My advantage is that I am a skimmer and don’t like long technical manuals. I’ve often been critical of user manuals that take fifteen or twenty pages to describe how to fill out a one-page form.

With over 25 years of experience in business operations and manufacturing, I have read countless technical manuals and books on every aspect of business, where the authors often drone on, providing minute details of their experience and knowledge. As a skimmer, I mostly read the first sentence of a paragraph, or the first paragraph of a chapter, and quickly move on.

My disadvantage is that I am Irish, a storyteller, and a writer who struggles to stay on point and not expound while using obscure words to make a point.

To that end, I have endeavored to keep this book concise, approximately one hundred pages in length, and to stay focused on the key points of each section.

Where I have wandered off to tell some homily, or to offer a quotation I admire and believe is helpful, I hope that you will understand and forgive my prolixity (see what I mean about obscure words).

This book is the culmination of my business experiences, from cleaning machine shop floors to managing Industrial Engineers. I typically understand what we are doing and why we are doing it. I sometimes think I should have pursued a career in either psychology or sociology.

I have respect and confidence in the human race as a whole. That there are a few miscreants cannot be denied, but the vast majority of people are good and want to be better. Part of being a leader is tapping into that innate human desire for positivity.

Most books have an endless list of people they want to thank - I don't. There are dozens, perhaps hundreds, of people I have encountered in my working life who have either had a positive or negative influence on my development as a member of the working class.

I have had numerous conversations with coworkers over the years, covering many topics addressed in this book. Since I couldn't possibly recall all their names or make room for that list, I will collectively thank everyone who has contributed to my view of the working world.

And, finally, to my wife, Gale, who is convinced I'm a blithering idiot, or a fool, or both, for my constant storytelling, opinions, and efforts to guide the lives of others. However, she knows that I am an Irishman and can't help myself.

With that, let’s move on to process improvement for small businesses.
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In the world of business, large companies have millions of dollars to hire consultants to revamp their processes, making them lean, nimble, or whatever the buzzword of he day in process improvement might be—and reap the rewards of those efforts. 

Small businesses have no such resources.  They don't have the money to throw at the concept of process improvement, but that doesn't mean you can't reap rewards for doing things right. You are entitled to a piece of the pie.

Did you know that 99.7% of all businesses in the United States are called a "small business"?

Defined as having fewer than 500 employees, small businesses (SBs) have a significant influence on commerce in the US and a major impact on our economy. In a shark tank of competition, these companies are challenged to evolve and move forward to drive productivity and sales.

When humans left the trees and their feet hit the ground, many thousands of years ago, their hands were freed from hanging by tree limbs. Those hands were now available to devise tools and to begin to change the world around us. Along with that sea change in our development, our brains began to grow.

What tends to separate humans from the rest of the animal kingdom is our innate curiosity, or penchant for asking why, and our instincts to continually improve what we do and how we do it. That has been the history of our species from fashioning the first stone spearhead to the Webb Telescope.

If you are a small business entrepreneur, you play a vital role in the US economy. There are approximately 28.8 million small businesses in the United States, as reported by the U.S. Small Business Administration, employing 56.8 million people. 

As one of these entrepreneurs, you deserve to have access to the advantages and benefits of process improvement. By engaging in process improvement as a small business, you can have a significant impact on the productivity and economy of the United States. Thus, I refer to this as SBPI.

A quick explanation of the term PI. Process improvement is a broad term that encompasses various techniques and approaches. In this document, when I refer to PI or SBPI, the terms are synonymous. SBPI is a method for achieving PI, drawing on the tools of LEAN, A.3, and several other methods to enhance our work processes.

Process improvement is a mindset as much as it is a method, involving the use of a series of charts and graphs. It is about believing in the human ability to continually improve and excel at anything we do. It is having faith that people are inherently good at what they do and will improve with the opportunity, training, and given the right tools.

Did you know that it's in our DNA to continually improve ourselves and everything we do?

Our hairy little cousin, the chimpanzee, with its stick to extract termites from a mound, engaged in process improvement, and we share 99% of our DNA with our little simian friends. Like our distant simian cousins, we are obsessed with finding a better way of doing things, building a better mousetrap if you will.  

We improve things every day, both at work and away from work, often multiple times a day. We see something that could work better if only... So we try it out. It is in our DNA. If it doesn't work as we had hoped, we will make adjustments until it does.

Machines and inanimate objects can't think or evolve, but humans can, and do. With communication, we started by painting pictures on cave walls. That led to writing, then printing, and photography, and now we have seen an explosion of electronic communication technologies culminating, so far, in artificial intelligence. None of this would have happened without humans and their appetite for improvement. 

Humans can't pass on their learned knowledge to the next generation, at least not genetically, yet. Each child must learn to walk and talk just as we did. All we can do is leave behind the technological advancements, the hardware, and the data for the next generation as a starting point for them to build upon and make improvements. 

An example of that would be the old Mimeograph. For those of you who are too young to know that term, it was one of the first machines for reproducing the printed page that was small enough to be practical in an office or schoolroom where a printing press would have been unwieldy. 

It was a small, smelly machine that used a special stencil you prepared, along with ammonia (the source of the smell), to make copies of whatever was placed on the stencil. The stencil was mounted on the drum that was turned by rotating a handle on the side. Blank pieces of paper were fed through the machine by the roller, and through the smell, and voila! We had copies. If you want to know more about the history of the Mimeograph, Google Mimeograph.

The point of this story is that the first practical mimeograph appeared around the year 1900. Both during the inventor's lifetime and beyond, others came along, looked at the machine sitting on a table, and saw ways to make it faster, more efficient, and thankfully, less aromatic. While the knowledge of the inventors passed away with them, the machine, along with the drawings and data that gave birth to its design, sat on the table for the next generation to ponder and improve. 

Today, we have reproduction machines that are computer-controlled. They can send digital files of documents to remote sites and recipients, and reproduce everything from photographs to negatives, with the documents collated and bound (print-on-demand books). 

This is what process improvement is all about. Taking what is there, whether it is working okay or has problems, pulling together a team of knowledgeable people (usually those involved in the process), and applying our natural instincts for innovation and improvement to make that process better.

The challenge of process improvement in a small business is to harness the energy and potential of people with all that natural talent and channel it into process improvement without breaking the bank. It is that easy, and that difficult.

The US consulting services market is expected to reach $125.56 billion in 2025. 

Large companies like Amazon, Microsoft, and Boeing can allocate millions of dollars to PI, filling offices with personnel dedicated to making that happen, and they do; however, the average small business doesn't have those deep corporate pockets. That is where this book and SBPI come into play. My goal is to make PI understandable, approachable, practical, desirable, and doable for small businesses without breaking the bank.

I am not trying to sell you on my consulting services. If you are in business, you're not dumb; you know what you're doing and how to do it. SBPI is another tool to help you achieve even better results.

A very brief history of process improvement. A gentleman named W. Edwards Deming (The W stands for William) devised an approach to manufacturing based on statistical analysis to improve quality and productivity. His theory evolved to encompass many other activities on the road to becoming process improvement. 

Deming attempted to interest the US industrial complex in his ideas in the mid-20th century, but met with little enthusiasm. Consequently, he took his methods to Japan, where they were implemented and refined over time. What is now known as the Toyota Production System originated from the Deming approach. When Japanese companies began spanking US production in some markets, we woke up and paid attention. And, true to human nature, Japan began improving on Deming’s approach.

Another impact player in America and on the global stage initiated the movement away from an authoritarian approach to running a business, which had been the standard for most of the industrial age. He was the Austrian-born Peter Drucker, who focused more on business management and management training.

As the US turned its back on these ideas, Japan was paying attention. In 1986, Konosuke Matsushita, the founder of Panasonic, stated:

"We will win, and you will lose. You cannot do anything about it because your failure is an internal disease. Your companies are based on Taylor's principles. Worse, your heads are Taylorized, too. You firmly believe that sound management means executives on one side and workers on the other, on one side men who think, and on the other side men who can only work. For you, management is the art of smoothly transferring the executives' ideas to the workers' hands." 

A brief note about the Taylor principles for those unfamiliar with his work: Taylor was almost obsessed with dividing us into classes — what he called “first class” people, and the rest of us. His approach can probably be summed up best by one of his own statements in Principles Of Scientific Management of 1911:

“In the past, the man has been first; in the future, the system must be first. This in no sense, however, implies that great men are not needed. On the contrary, the first object of any good system must be to develop first-class men. Under systematic management, the best man rises to the top more certainly and more rapidly than ever before.”

Taylor still made a contribution to our progress, if for no other reason than it fired up those who disagreed with his approach and motivated them to find a better way to manage business.
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