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Parable of the Sower  An Application In Improvement Thinking


Duke Rohe, (713) 460 3601


The parable of the sower of the seed told by Jesus two thousand years ago has an application for innovation today.  In the parable a sower is sowing seed to grow a crop.  Some of the seed landed on the street and the birds came and ate it away.  Some of the seed was thrown on rocky ground, it took root ,but as soon as the sun came out the plant died because of its shallow roots.  Some of the seed ended up among the thorns and weeds grew up and choked out the plant.  Finally some of the seed landed on fertile ground and it produced a hundredfold.  Application:


The seed that fell on the street are those ideas that came from of the staff but were ignored by their manager because they were not fully developed, the manager was busy doing other priority jobs or just didn’t take the time make it happen.  The seed that fell on rocky ground were those ideas that were in the process of being developed or implemented, but the staff or manager didn’t persevere enough against the organizational structure to get them implemented.  The seed that fell on thorny ground were those ideas that were choked out by the weeds of outdated policies, or cross departmental complexities and bureaucracies.  Finally that seed that was thrown on fertile ground were those ideas thrown into a culture that was ready to receive it and a manager that would tend it until it was ready for harvest The return was a bumper crop.  Note that in the parable, the seed was ready to produce, it just needed the right conditions.  Many times, the staff is blamed for not being innovative, but that’s not what slows innovation. The four main areas that can accelerate innovation are in the culture, with the managers, with the staff and with how the organization values ideas.





Culture


The innovative culture looks at change as a friend, necessary for better service, higher quality output, and improved work environment.


A spokesman from Hewlett Packard once said “If Hewlett Packard knew what Hewlett Packard knew, it would have far fewer problems”.  An innovative culture continually seeks out its finest practices and makes them a standard where appropriate.


The innovative culture is willing to fight for the little idea (most organizations will fight only for the big idea), to rearrange its barriers to optimize for holistic improvement.  It values all ideas that are aligned with the organizational mission and provides resources to research and make them happen.


The traditional organization is built to provide stability, which tends to dampen innovation.  Systematic effort to encourage low risk change across departmental lines will allow innovation to thrive.


A cultural expectancy for innovation accompanied by knowledge transfer of how to innovate will develop the setting that welcomes improvements.


Developing an expectancy for innovation will create a climate for change.  At Mazda of America, a procedure that hasn’t been changed for improvement in 6 weeks, there is something wrong.





Manager


Innovation is not something managers have their staff do, they innovate themselves.  They should not expect their staff to do what they are not willing to do themselves.


The Japanese mangers help “digout” innovation for their staff.  This means they help their staff find improvements that will make their job easier.


The best compliment a manager can pay an employee is to work with him to get his idea implemented.  Even if the idea is not feasible, the manager values the effort by explaining why it is NOT feasible.


An innovative manager will move the earth to get a good idea implemented.  Sometimes this may mean going the extra mile to keep the spirit of innovation alive in the workforce.  Perseverance and follow-up are more essential than the creative idea itself.


When the manager values the employee’s idea she is valuing the employee.  Understanding this will promote or extinguish dozens of ideas a year sometimes worth thousands of dollars.


The manager should have a petty cash account available for testing employee generated ideas.  At a Houston hospital, a staff nurse bought a $6 towel holder and had it hung in a patient bathroom to illustrate its benefit to the patient.  The staff nurse felt free to do this because he knew institution would reimburse him.


Stumbling is okay.  The manager should allow some mistakes, because they know it means their staff is developing their innovative minds.  The president of a large clothing store told one of his engineers that the engineer wasn’t making enough mistakes.  The engineer realized he was being too conservative in his innovation.


As the president of the Ritz-Carlton put it, a good manager isn’t the one that sees the fire, he is the fire.


Ideas require fuel to move them from concept to reality.  The manager provides a lot of this fuel.


As an expression of appreciation, the manager may want to hand the idea generating staff a crisp dollar bill in front of their peers.  An operating room manager extended this offer to her staff for a 2 week period.  It took several days for the first idea to be presented.  But after these ideas were posted in a common area with dollar bills stapled to them she received 264 ideas in 2 weeks (American Productivity and Quality Center Case 78)





Staff


Staff need to remember that innovation is more often than not the accumulation of little ideas- not “the big one”.  There is a Japanese proverb that says that a mountain is made of many specks dust.  Staff need to see innovation in this light.


Staff need to know how to look for improvement.  Concepts of visual control, kaizen, quick changeover, mistake proofing should be tools of their improvement thinking.


A staff member should not get discouraged if her idea takes 6 months to be implemented.


Continue to follow-up with the manager.  Apply 10% guilt on those parties that can make the implementation happen


Idea cards are good tools for capturing ideas (example)


Some staff don’t think they are creative.  Using Brainwriting -- most employees generate one idea every twenty seconds.





Valuing Ideas


Gimmees are not counted as ideas.  Some staff think that getting more overtime is a great idea.  


The best ideas are those that are selfish for the staff and beneficial to the organization.  Eliminating a wasteful step makes the worker’s job easier and ultimately makes the organization more efficient.


The worst idea is the one that is not shared.


The bigger the idea, usually the harder the implementation.


Ideas that save seconds are prized as much as those that save hours.


To gain cross-functional ideas try using the ten things list.  This is where two interdependent departments agree to provide a list of activities that if the other department would make adjustments or take additional effort, it would reduce waste and frustration.  The amount of time that would be saved is estimated for each activity.  The two departments exchange the list and take measures to correct.  Sometimes it is revealing how small corrections in one department can save large amounts of time downstream.


It is easier to come up with ideas for another department to do than it is in your own.  Never the less, it is significantly more probable that an innovation will be implemented if it under your control than it is if it is contingent on another department to make it happen.





Pocket Size Ideas


Ideas for improvement need to be captured while they are fresh.  Included is a pocket size idea card to capture ideas that come to the staff throughout the day.  In fact, the size of the card was an improvement from a staff member who claimed she would forget the idea if she had to go to her locker to pull out a standard size sheet of paper (the original size). Note that the back side stimulates idea generation by not only asking did you have a problem, but is there something you don’t like.  A nurse may have not had a problem because she work double time to overcome an obstacle, but she will tell you what she didn’t like about the obstacle.





Multiplying Improvement


If one makes an improvement that save five minutes, then five minutes is saved.  But if that same improvement was applied in thirty nursing units, this amounts to 900 hours a year.  That’s how improvement is multiplied.  Just as a tree sends the right amount of nutrients to all its parts, so a healthy organization must transmit useful improvements throughout.  Included  is a flow of how to transfer improvement inside an organization.  Note that there are time conditions for how long an idea is considered for implementation and transmitting throughout the organization.  Valuing one’s idea is best demonstrated by acting on it.  


For ideas to have their greatest impact in the organization, a decision must be made whether the idea is to be optional for implementation or to be a new standard practice for all or selected units.  The mode of communicating improvement must also be decided:  by policy, newsletter, voicemail...  


Cataloging ideas along with pictures is a good way to pass them along   Maintain the written idea along with examples in sheet protectors.  If possible, include an estimate of the potential time savings per year, no matter how small.  Example: to eliminate wait for narcotic keys, a nurse had a $70 lockbox Licensed staff were issued keys to the lockbox, which were transferred from shift to shift.--Subsequently there was no more paging , and or waiting for the key.  Staff estimated this saved three minutes per incident (two minutes for the nurse waiting on the key and one minute for the nurse with the key) for an average of 12 times a day.  This amounts to 36 minutes a day or 219 hours a year.











Reaping Long Term Benefits of Improvement


Too often an innovative idea is put in place and the initial benefits are appreciated by the staff that created it.  However without the discipline or the habit to keep it in place and active, it falls out of circulation and loses its effect.  A case in point, in 1987 a staff member of a patient care unit at St. Luke’ Episcopal Hospital created a laminated pocket card to assist students quickly learn the basic practices of the unit and what was expected of them.  It was a great learning tool for the student, reduced teaching time and maintained teaching consistency on the nurses part.  It ultimately led to a more productive use of the student.  The use of the pocket card was optional for the teaching nurse, its storage was in a file out of the view of the nurse staff and within a year was forgotten -- its life time benefit was lost.  Seven years later the student guide pocket card idea was resurrected on another unit.  This time, giving the card to the student is a standing teaching practice and the card is stored in a designated place in the open at the nurse station.  The benefit of the innovation this time continues.


To continue reaping the benefit of an innovation, it must move from an optional “use it if you want to use it” to a “use it because you have to use it” mode.  The benefit of the innovation is determined at the unit or organizational level and its practice must not be left to individual prerogative if it is to be consistently maintained.  Innovations that are optional to the individual are acceptable, however their consistency of use and ultimate benefit is as variable as the people employing them.





Celebrating Innovation


When staff generate ideas that improve quality and eliminate waste, it’s time to brag.  To give credit to someone who contributed value to the organization and to the customer.  A staff member was praised for designing an international NPO (don’t eat or drink) sticker after being introduced to the concept of visual control, one of the most overlooked quality and time saving concepts in any industry.  The originator received his copy of the notice signed by the chief nursing officer. Note that only acknowledging big ticket ideas discredits and extinguishes the small ideas.





Perceived versus Actual Cost


There is shark picture that is a striking illustration to remember when promoting innovation.  The fin is the perceived cost of not improving.  The open mouth below the surface is the real cost.  Hidden waste built in our existing workplaces, practices and processes are what eat the organizational effectiveness up.  Innovation large or small on the reverse side can have a compound affect that is not even perceived at the surface.  It is this kind of involvement that reduces unnecessary stress and frustration in completing day to day functions.  It is a continuous predominant effort of world class organizations. It is a necessity of any hospital that wants to demonstrate and not just talk about its high quality. 





Brainwriting


Brainwriting is a method stimulate idea generation at a rate of one every 30 seconds.  Set groups of five together with a chair or table in the center.  Define a problem needing ideas for solution and instruct the group to utilize freewheeling, and go for quantity of ideas.  Using the Brainwriting sheet (included) write three ideas on the top row and place the sheet on the table or chair in the center.  As soon as someone else sets their sheet down, pick it up read the ideas listed and write three more new ideas.  Humor and zany ideas are welcomed.  In three minutes a group of five people will generate about 30 ideas.  In comparison to brainstorming, this method is less threatening, it forces ideas out, and it includes input from the more quiet members.  Finally it dispels the myth that ideas are limited to the gifted few.





Service Innovations


Want to come up with innovations that make your patients brag about your service.  Remember the fact that people tend to recognize what is:


below what is expected and


above what is expected


Doing a great job of what is expected is considered an entitlement by your customer and will generally go unnoticed.  Taking extra efforts follow-up to assure a patient tray is not late or offering something special (a carnation for a patient not having flowers or an unexpected mint snack at bedtime) can leave a positive impression.  These innovations are focused on making the guest’s stay more pleasant, but an indirect impact on productivity can be felt as well.





Summary 


Innovation comes in many forms, but ultimately has the customer in mind.  Small ideas are generally free and they are a gift that keeps on giving from year to year.  If we can make our environments conducive to change, welcoming ideas even running after them in a spirit  of improvement, watch out.  We will have a whole work force digging out wasteful practices.  What better way is there to give them ownership of the work they do.
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