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Adapting General Electric’s WorkOut for Use in Other Organizations: A Template 

William S. Schaninger, Jr., Stanley G. Harris, and Robert E. Niebuhr, edited by C.A. Schifman and Co. 


Introduction

General Electric is often held up as an example of a well-run, highly successful company (e.g., Kanter, Stein, & Jick, 1992). Readers of the popular business press are constantly served up anecdotes of GE’s success stories (e.g., Cosco, 1994; Quinn, 1994a; Sherman, 1993; Tichy, 1989). Three activities are generally mentioned as being keys to GE’s success – process mapping, “best practices” benchmarking, and “WorkOut” (Stewart, 1991). Six Sigma followed. Naturally, other organizations have become very interested in adapting these activities for their own uses (Quinn, 1994b; Stewart, 1991). 


A general template for the WorkOut process can be summarized as follows. First, a group of employees (and other key stakeholders as necessary) and their leader meet.  Second, the leader charges the group(s) with solving a problem or set of problems shared by the people but which are ultimately the leader’s responsibility. Third, after the leader leaves, the group(s) spends two or three days working on developing solutions to the problems under the guidance of skilled facilitators. Fourth, at the end of the meeting, the responsible leader rejoins the group(s) and hears its recommendations. Many leaders in the organization are also invited to be present during this wrap-up session. Fifth, the leader has two response choices on each recommendation: “yes,” or “no.”  Sixth, the entire activity has strong management support, and middle-level resistance to the process or outcome is not tolerated. In fact, it is acknowledged in GE that obstructing the efforts of the WorkOut process is “a career-limiting move” (Stewart, 1991, p. 4).

Although the WorkOut technique must ultimately be tailored to a specific organization’s circumstances, below are key insights into the WorkOut process.



Executive Team Commitment to WorkOut and Its Cultural Implications


It becomes clear fairly quickly that, in its purest form, the WorkOut process as used by General Electric both reflects and reinforces an underlying culture emphasizing speedy problem solving, broad-based employee involvement and empowerment, open and direct dialogue between leaders and subordinates, accountability, and continuous improvement. In many ways, what separates WorkOut from other group-based problem solving efforts such as quality circles, process improvement teams, and task forces are some of these cultural values (Ashkenas & Jick, 1992; Quinn, 1994a). For example, WorkOut 
emphasizes speed (solutions generated and decisions made in the matter of a few days) and leader accountability (leaders own the problems and must respond immediately and decisively to team suggestions) much more than some of the other techniques. In addition, because WorkOut teams exist only for the short term, opportunities for participation in a team are greater over time than in some other team-based, problem-solving approaches. 

A decision to implement WorkOut is a cultural decision and should not be taken lightly. It represents a cultural intervention designed to enhance the empowerment of employees and the openness of management to their ideas. It is designed to create a culture where “paralysis by analysis” (Quinn, 1994b) is taboo.

Pre-Session Activities


Identify the facilitator(s). 
One of the features that distinguish GE-style WorkOuts from many other group-based, problem-solving approaches is the use of facilitators external to the organization (or trained internal facilitators that do not facilitate teams in their own work areas). 


The facilitators ensure the WorkOut teams’ efforts are focused and efficient. The group must feel free to disagree, discuss, explore, and problem solve in a short, intense period. Facilitators manage the process while participants focus on content. 


Select problem domain. 
The issues addressed by WorkOut can be broad, such as improving productivity, increasing customer satisfaction, and reducing costs in a particular area, or more narrow, such as improving the waiting experience for customers (Ashkenas & Jick, 1992). The ultimate key to the success of any WorkOut session is the leader(s) who “own” the problem being addressed. This ownership is always enhanced when the sponsoring leader actually requested the WorkOut.


Select and prepare management sponsors. 
WorkOut sponsors put themselves on the line by turning over a problem to the WorkOut teams and having to respect (but not necessarily approve) their recommendations. For an organization with a traditionally bureaucratic culture, this step can be extremely stressful. For that reason, the choice of the sponsoring leader is probably as important as the choice of a problem (in cases where the problem is specific to one work group, the leader and the problems are necessarily selected at the same time). For this reason, early WorkOut sponsors embrace the concept of employee empowerment and desire the opportunity to sponsor a session so that these sessions can serve as models for other leaders of what is possible and the benefits to be gained. 
Identify potential participants. 
WorkOut team participants (typically 8 to 10 persons per team, with the number of teams for each WorkOut dependent on the scope of the problem being addressed and with one facilitator assigned to each team) can come from across levels, functions, and work areas. It is important that efforts be made to have all groups that are involved with a problem domain be represented. Ideally, participants would fairly represent the group from which they were drawn.  In WorkOut sessions (once the process is established), participants can also come from suppliers, customers, and other stakeholders. 

Prepare participants. 
Participants need two forms of preparatory information: information about the WorkOut process itself and information regarding the problem issues to be addressed in their particular WorkOut. 
Of crucial importance is the charge given to the WorkOut team. Leaders should make clear to the participants the problem or issue they are being asked to work on and the bounds within which any solutions they recommend must fall. (If there are budgetary or other constraints that dictate acceptable solutions, participants must know them.) It is crucial that the charge make it clear that the WorkOut is not just a gripe session or a wishing session. This is not to say that creativity is not desired; it is. However, the charge must inspire the participants to address issues within the problem domain and within their purview. 

Prepare the groups represented by the participants. 

Select and prepare the site. 


Conducting the WorkOut Session 

At its core, WorkOut is typically a process whereby teams of employees spend two or three days together defining, analyzing, and solving clearly-defined, specific business problems. (Some WorkOuts may take longer due to problem complexity and scope).

WorkOut introduction and team charge. 
The facilitator helps the team get organized, defines the problems outlined by the charge, and helps them understand underlying processes (through process mapping, where appropriate), and separate causes from effects. Once mapped, the process can be scrutinized for specific problem areas and a ranking of these problems (in terms of importance relative to the charge) ensues. As necessary, the team is also coached on brainstorming, process mapping, flow charting, fishbone diagramming, etc. 
The team’s outcomes are a set of recommendations complete with detailed implementation plans. In all cases the team attempts to assign costs, project timetables for the accomplishment of its recommendations, (WorkOuts require a 90 day implementation period as the maximum amount of time to complete the recommendation) and project the expected benefits of these recommendations.

Presentation to responsible leader.  
Several hours are reserved at the end of the WorkOut session for the responsible leader to come back to meet with the group(s) and hear recommendations. 

After hearing each recommendation and getting any desired clarification, the leader gives a “yes” or a “no” to each recommendation.  If ‘no,’ they why.  Much discussion and exchange is encouraged between the leader and the groups.

Post-WorkOut Period


The post-WorkOut period is a critical point in this process. Fresh from the high of intense, empowering, problem-solving sessions, the participants will return to their respective work groups. The participants will undoubtedly discuss with coworkers what recommendations were made. In order to facilitate action-oriented behaviors after the WorkOut, several roles must filled by the sponsoring leader, participants, and facilitators.

Sponsoring leader’s role. 
The sponsoring leader helps the WorkOut teams overcome organizational barriers while they work on implementing their recommendations. 

Participant’s role. 
At the presentation to the sponsoring leader, recommendations that are accepted also include detailed action plans stating who on the WorkOut team will be responsible for carrying out each step of the recommendation.  


Implications for Implementation


WorkOut is a process, not just an event.  Implementing WorkOut is more about generating and securing a commitment from management to foster a culture emphasizing employee participation in problem solving and accountability for its implementation. 
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