IMPROVE YOUR WORKFLOW: Define & Document Processes

More emPower Tools

+ learn more about each topic

Purpose: The first step to improving a process is to define and document the process. This is best
done with the team, so everyone can share how they complete a process, and to get team buy in.
These defined processes will then serve as a baseline from which to improve those processes. In this
tool, we provide the steps for defining and document a process you would like to improve.
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Why is it important to standardize a process?
If there is no established process, it is difficult to (1) consistently do the process the most effective way possible and (2)
identify the issues in the process in order to improve it. A consistent process is needed to clarify what is working well and
what could be improved. If you can’t find the issue, you can’t fix the issue.
Even if it’s not perfect, a process should be defined or standardized. This defined process is never a final document, but
instead, a baseline that is always be a work in progress. The image below illustrates this concept:
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How to standardize processes
I. Set the groundwork
Have a plan

Designate who will make
process templates
Explain why it is
important to the team
Make sure everyone
feels they can point out
issues and suggestions

Determine what processes
are most relevant
Consider the tasks that
are used most
frequently
Consider the tasks that
most often seem to have
issues or inconsistencies

Start small

Start now

Start with adjustments
that feel doable. Your
team has to get used to
using defined processes.
You want the first try to
be successful!

Don't wait until the
process is perfect to
define it with a
template. The idea is to
define it first as a
baseline, and make
improvements to that
baseline!

Define processes one at
a time, if that's what
feels possible.

II. Take note of the current process
You can use the Improve Your Workflow: Process Review Worksheet to methodically observe the process you would like to
review. If you choose to not use the worksheet, consider including the following in your process observation:
• Process overview: name of process, when it is completed, and when it is repeated.
• Description of each step in the process (include waiting and decisions made).
• Person/people responsible for each step of
the process.
• Resources needed for a step, including
forms, computers, files, materials, etc.
• Time a step takes, including wait time.
For another type of process observation, you can
assign a team member as the client in a process
(such as intake). Then describe each step of the
process by noting the information listed above on
sticky notes. Place the notes on the person
representing the process as you discuss each step. At
the end, you will have a visual representation of the
process on the staff member.

1

III. Review with team
1. Check in with all staff that
are involved with the process:
Is anything missing? Anything
misrepresented?

2. Emphasize that any issues
are with the process not the
people. Improving the process
will make it better for people.

3. Make observations with the
team: What was surprising?
Where are steps are being
done differently by different
team members?

IV. Create a process template for defined work
Tips for the template

Step 2Ai

ü Keep it to 1 page
Step 1A
ü Use charts and visuals
Step 2Aii
Step 1
o Charts: flow charts are a great option. Flow charts also
allow branches, in case there is more than one way to
Step 1B
Step 2Bi
do the process depending on the situation.
o Visuals: may include pictures of a work area and where to find a needed tool
ü Make sure to clearly (1) number, and (2) label the steps. Steps should be easy to follow, even if you
don’t have previous knowledge

After making the template
ü Make sure the template is accessible to all
ü Check in with staff (face-to-face if possible!)—is there anything that was missed? Any improvements or
clarity needed?
ü Communicate to staff that new ideas are welcomed! Encourage staff to look for opportunities for
improvement (see the Improve Your Workflow: Eight Opportunities emPower Tool).

V. Continuous Improvement
1. Clarify the
problem: look at
where exactly the
breakdown occurs
7. Standardize
and share with
team

6. Moniter results: is
the change helpful?
Anything else
needed?
5. Implement
strategy: try it out,
even if it's not
perfect!

2. Set a target:
what do you
want it to look
like?
3. Look for Root
causes of issues: keep
asking 'why'

Identifying an opportunity for
improvement is good! But how do
you most effectively turn a problem
into a sustainable solution?
The Systematic Problem-Solving
model can help guide the process.
Make sure to finish Step 7 and
standardize the new process with a
template. This template is your new
baseline, which you can continue to
improve over time.

4. Develop a
strategy: how to
prevent it from
happening

We encourage you to share these resources with your organization, and other local social service organizations. PLEASE NOTE: this handout is the intellectual
property of The Capacity Collective. Please do not duplicate parts, or adapt, without the express permission of The Capacity Collective.
Thank you for supporting our work!
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