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Service or Back Office Operations face similar productivity challenges to the 

manufacturing or engineering functions of a company.  Where do the costs 

lie?  If your business uses rare earth metals to develop and produce high 

value aerospace components then, perhaps, the costs are obvious.  The 

labour cost of production being a comparatively small component of the 

total cost.  In service operations the opposite is true, the cost to produce an 

invoice or management report is within the labour element, not the 

materials; the invoice or report itself being a relatively inexpensive product.   

Thus, service operations need to increase their efficiency and productivity just 

as much as their manufacturing counterparts. Given the advances in 

technology, it is now far easier to automate manual processes than ever 

before, thus productivity within the back office can often increase without 

expensive capital cost. 

 

 

 

My client, one of the big six energy companies, wanted to increase the 

efficiency of their metering operation.  Responding to the government 

mandate to install Smart Metres my client had a program of initiatives aimed 

at increasing productivity for the installation of metres.  This case study is 

centred on the ‘exceptions’ process.   

When an engineer installed a Smart Meter they sometimes weren’t 

able to complete the work, if this happened – unable to close the job in the 

field their process required an exception to be raised, which were processed 

by the back office.  With high levels of manual intervention it was thought 

that some of these manual processes could be automated. 

 

 

Understand the process; why 
are the back office processes 
necessary? 

High levels of manual 
intervention. 

Seek to automate manual 
processes and remove legacy 
operations. 

 Case Study 
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The initial data capture requirement needed to determine how many 

exceptions category types there were and then seek to reduce the list.  With 

certain windows of opportunity for IT system changes, this work was high 

priority.  The initial list of 110 exceptions was streamlined to just 80.  With 

small productivity gains in the field, the most notable benefit to this 

rationalisation was to improve the quality of data capture relating to root 

cause. 

Having rationalised the exception type in the drop down menu that 

engineers would be able to choose from, it was time to focus on the 

productivity of the back office team.  Similar to manufacturing processes the 

team followed a five stage process; (1) determine the family groups, (2) 

anticipate the demand, (3) measure the cycle time, (4) calculate the TAKT 

Time and (5) calculate the resource requirement.  A useful way to remember 

this is by using the acronym FACTF {family, anticipated demand, cycle times, 

TAKT times, FTE requirement}. 

 25 Process stages were required to close an exception; the first step 

in the process (F – determine the family groups) was to tabulate each of the 

80 exception types against the 25 process steps.  By doing this it was 

possible to identify exceptions that followed a similar process, and as such 

assumptions could be made against cycle time.  Ideally the project lead 

would collect cycle times against all 80 exception types, of course this would 

be time consuming.  Grouping the exception types was a more efficient way 

to capture cycle times; 

 

 

 

The abbreviated table indicates that exception type 1 – vacant 

property , 2 – refused entry and 3 – no adult present follow slightly different 

processes, as such they are assessed to be discrete and sit in different 

families.  Working across all 80 exception types, 11 families were identified.  

By assigning the volumes against each family it was then possible to 

prioritise where to gather cycle time data (focus on demand); 

 

 

 

 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 25

Open 

Exception

Open Site 

Tree
Check MDMS Open Job

Load Service 

Order
Visit Result Sitel

1 - Vacant Property x x x x

2 - Refused Entry x x x x x

3 - No Adult Present x x x x x

Process Stage

Family Group 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 total 

Number of 

Exception Types
42 8 3 12 2 2 5 1 2 2 1 80

Volume Raised

(per week)
2869 1575 1045 538 307 240 176 88 50 10 0 6898

 How many exceptions are 
processed?  How many 
process steps? And, how are 
they categorised? 

 25 process steps required to 
process an average of 6900 
exceptions per month.  110 
Exception types reduced to 80 
increased quality. 

 A total of 17.5 FTE required to 
run the process; similar to the 
total FTE employed.  But, 
automation opportunities and 
removal of legacy processes 
identified FTE savings of 11.5 
FTE. 



04 

Stage 2, anticipating the demand was relatively easy as the IT 

system could be interrogated over any given date period.  At this stage care 

should be taken to ensure the units of measure are the same, that is to say if 

the project is being assessed against weekly hours then the volumes need to 

be weekly, if monthly volumes then monthly hours available will need to be 

used in any calculations.   

Stage 3 is to collect the cycle times, this can only be done by 

observing the process. With an emphasis on exception family group 1 the 

team observed the process and calculated an average cycle time to be 280 

seconds.   

Stage 4 (Calculate the TAKT Time) is a simple desk exercise that can 

be completed at any time during the measure phase.  As TAKT = (Time ÷ 

Demand) and we know the weekly demand profile we must, therefore 

determine the weekly available time for 1 employee.  As employees work a 

42hr week and known stoppages are 1 hr per day, or 300 min per week, 

applying a 15% rest allowance gave 1,887 available min in any working 

week.   Therefore the customer demand rate, or TAKT time, is calculated as 

(1887 x 60) ÷ 6898)) = 16.4s. 

Finally stage 5, determine the number of FTE can be calculated, as 

FTE required = (total cycle time ÷ TAKT Time); FTE = (280 ÷ 16.4) = 17 FTE.  As 

the department had 19 employees, two of which were fully utilised 

answering a telephone help line, it seemed that the correct number of FTE 

were employed. 

 

Summary; 

Available Hours per week = ‘clocked hours’ – ‘known stoppages’ – ‘rest allowance’ 

= (42hr – 5hr) – 15% = 1887 (min) 

 

Weekly Demand    = 6898 

 

TAKT  = Time ÷ Demand 

 = (1887 x 60) ÷ 6898  = 16 (s) 

 

FTE Required  = TCT ÷ TAKT 

= 280 ÷ 16  = 17 FTE 
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There were three improvement opportunities.  (1) ‘Eliminate’ a legacy 

telephone line, taking up the resource of two full time employees, no one 

really knew why the phone line existed, but an easy operational decision to 

eliminate it was taken; (2) ‘Eliminate’ a process step that added no value 

and (3) automate some of the process;  

 

Phone Line 

2 x FTE 

Removal of Process Step 

0.5 FTE 

Automate Work Flow 

9 x FTE 

 

Automating the process was made possible through the Automating Manual 

Processes (AMP) department.   

Using Blue Prism software they were able to develop automatic 

routines for robots to take over.  If the continuous improvement lead was 

responsible for identifying the opportunity the AMP department were 

responsible for making it happen.  This wasn’t an arms-length relationship, 

moreover the project lead needed to complete a detailed AMP application 

form and worked in conjunction with the AMP specialist to achieve this.  The 

application form or ‘Process Design Document (PDD) served two purposes.   

Initially it was the business case for action, allowing the AMP 

department to prioritise various applications for automation across the 

business.  Once the PDD was approved it was loaded into the work stack for 

completion, the document then served as a detailed, single source 

reference, for the AMP team to follow.  A completed PDD document required 

a high level diagrammatic overview of the process, and also provided 

detailed map(s) of the end-to-end process with screenshots.  This allowed the 

blue prism design engineer to understand exactly what needed doing.  But 

the mechanics of the process alone were not sufficient the design engineer 

also needed to be aware of any process rules, governance or authorities 

that needed to be included within the program script.  

 

 As the project scope was only with one half of the team there was an 

opportunity to replicate the lessons learnt across the whole team.  The 

maximum potential value of savings for the project was 11.5 FTE.  Eliminating 

the phone line created cashable savings as two FTE left the business.  To 

realise the remaining 9.5 FTE required the business to loose other employees 

out of the company (cashable) or increase the workload for the department 

(non-cashable) and as such become more productive. 

Control took the form of monitoring the process for quality checks 

against expected customer performance.  As this was a new automatic 

process the need for updated work instruction or standard operating 

procedures was not required. 

 

 Operational decision to 
removal of legacy phone line, 
saving 2 FTE.  Cashable as FTE 
removed from the business 

 Use of Blue Prism software to 
automate manual processes, 
saving of 9 FTE. 

 Detailed work required to 
define how the process could 
be automated and 
requirement for opportunity to 
be prioritised against other 
automation opportunities. 

 

 

Project scope was one half of 
the team, replication 
opportunities considered. 

Improvement opportunity to 
automate manual processes, 
so no need to update work 
instructions.  


