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Processes flow in either a “push” or “pull” fashion.  Knowing the difference and using the appropriate method when considering process redesign is crucial to optimize your systems.  Those companies desiring to become the Hunter and not the Hunted of the marketplace must employ these as weapons against their competition.  Push and pull are best understood as concept overlays for organizational processes.

Understanding “Push” Systems  Most organizational processes are set up in a push fashion.  They are usually sequential in nature.   A department takes input, processes it and then tosses it over the fence for the next department to work on.  Push systems tend to have a stop-and-go motion in terms of workpiece flow.  Stock piling generally results as the input of one department or function is pushed over to the next.  

Push systems play a positive role when batching work can be done without compromising service or timing to the customer.  Voicemail is a “push” system we gain from daily.  We push our messages into a storage for the responder.  This works well as long as timing of a response is not critical and the messages are accessed in a predictable fashion.  These calls can be received, processed and responded to efficiently with the least amount to disruption.  

When To Use A “Push” System
· Use it when real-time processing is not necessary

· Use it for general knowledge transfer - tools, templates, FYIs

· Use it like a chat room for requests, calls for information or help...  People visit and respond to the request at their convenience.

· Use it to dislodge old mental models and push in new thinking.  To push ownership throughout an entire workforce, one leader firmly asserted  “I am no longer responsible for your jobs.  We will win in the market place or we will not win at all”.

Understanding “Pull” Systems  Envision an imaginary link on your input as it drifts between systems and processes.  As the output slides out the end, the next available input naturally falls into place.  It works like an old-fashioned battery dispenser.  The batteries were stacked in a gravity slope channel so when you pull out the battery in front, the next one in line rolled forward.  The assembly linemen at Compaq Computers are taught the assembly of not only their own station, but one station up and one station down from them.  An aerial view of the line in motion reveals any bottlenecks of work being “pulled” up the line as the workers double-up to speed throughput.  Pull systems tend to force the end of one process to become beginning of the next.  Storage tends to be non-existent and just-in-time service and prallel processing occur.  This requires systems to be tuned for the timing needs of the customer or input.

When to Use A “Pull” System

· Use it when timing is crucial to your customer’s success.  When real-time support is needed.  Voicemail on a 911 call is not cool.

· Use it when transitioning change.  As Michael Hammer put it  “It is easier to pull people into the future than it is to push them out of the past”  You pull them by making them aware of why change is eminent, surfacing fears of how it is about to effect them and offering support as to how the transition can best be made.

· Use it in training or seeking new knowledge.  This is called “sandbox training”, where application and learning happen simultaneously.  Mass training is more of a push method which has less retention.

· Use it when zero waste, zero delay, zero error are required.  Your systems are designed differently when they must work without a hitch.  One leader began his quality crusade with “Excellence is required, perfection will be tolerated”.

· Use it when the cost of inventory, or service delay is high. 

In conclusion, there is a place for both push and pull systems in your organization.  Knowing which to employ in what situation will give you the competitive edge over the company that doesn’t.
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