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  “Information That Works!”
30 Best Operations Strategies
Increasing staff productivity is a concern of many LERN members. Whether you are from a community college, university, public school, recreation department, career center, or association, getting more with less – staff, resources, time – is a consistent mantra. One way to increase staff productivity is by centralizing operational day-to-day tasks, so that programmers, salespeople, and marketing staff can focus their time generating more participation, revenue, and profit.

There are four goals of successful Operations Teams.

#1. Allow revenue generators to generate revenue. By absorbing day-to-day routine tasks, programmers, salespeople, and marketing staff can focus their time on new programming, selling, and better marketing.

#2. Provide simplicity and consistency. A good Operations Team spends time streamlining existing processes and getting everyone on the same page. Having the right software system makes a big difference.

#3. Make access and information easy for everyone. The Operations Team should be responsible for software management and generation of reports. Others on staff should not be building their own reports, but instead leaning on the Operations Team so the information is consistent.

#4. Promote the organization’s brand. Customers deal primarily with Operations Team staff members who should be providing “A1, Second to None” customer service, thus positively impacting the organization’s repeat rate.
The following are 30 Best Operations Strategies gathered from best practice Operations Teams.

01. Centralize Operations. The more day-to-day routine tasks that can be handled by the Operations Team, the higher performing the organization will be. Example tasks are registration, customer service, advising, data inputting, report generation, logistics, refunds, contract generation, software management, finance and benchmark reporting, and so on. If a task stops a revenue generator from generating revenue, try to centralize it!

02. Communication. Communication among the Operations Team and with the total organization is critical. Many Operations Teams have daily 5-15 minute meetings including appropriate Programming, Marketing, and Sales Team staff to touch bases on important tasks for the day. But also the Operations Team helps keep the organization communicating clearly by utilizing an Intranet or virtual office, being responsible for the benchmark dashboard, and sending out other important updates. 

03. Proper Training. Operations Team staff members need to be trained and cross-trained. Even though you may want to consolidate certain tasks with one person, others need to be able to handle the tasks during a sickness or vacation - thus the importance of documenting processes. Training is on customer service, functional tasks (how to process a refund), new program offerings, policies, and anything else that will help both internal and external customers. Any new Operations Team staff person should spend time with everyone in the organization to understand the “big picture” and get a better feel for why his/her job is so important.
04. Online Registration. Without seamless online registration, it is very difficult for Operations Team members to absorb day-to-day routine tasks because they are spending time registering people and answering questions. The online registration system should make it easy for customers to get confirmations and reminders, directions, transcripts, and anything else that will help them avoid the need to call in for help. Ideally 75%+ of your registrations should be coming in online.

05. Centralize Documents. All organization documents should be centralized with the Operations Team. Ideally a virtual office or another web-based storage software tool (shared drive, shared calendar, shared filing) is the best place to house the documents. The updating of documents is best done through the Operations Team so that, after changes, everyone has access to updated documents. To make access easier, it is important to have a way of labeling files, such as class forms, instructors forms, report forms, and so on. 
06. Staff Meetings. Ideally Operations Team staff members should be in meetings less than 5% of their work week. Meetings to report to each other should be replaced by a virtual office where weekly updates can be uploaded, while planning and problem-solving meetings are useful but should last no longer than 60 minutes and have agendas. A daily meeting to review the upcoming day is valuable, but should not exceed 15 minutes. A weekly meeting to talk about the upcoming week, active projects, and challenges is useful. The Operations Team’s ability to generate key reports for other staff will reduce all organization meetings. 

07. Streamline Processes. The best way to streamline processes is by letting your software system guide how you operate. Follow the processes built into the software system as often as possible and require your software system to be flexible so you can have, for example, multiple refund policies. So the goal is to eliminate and not add processes. When adding processes, you should map out each process and get buy-in by all people involved in the process before finalizing.

08. Procedures Manual. Your processes make up your procedures manual - thus how your software system operates becomes a major component of your procedures manual. But your procedures manual will also include policies, as well as procedures handled outside of your software system and/or in conjunction with another institution area. The procedures manual should be on your virtual office, and updates are handled by the Operations Team. A procedures manual should be reviewed yearly.
09. Information Specialist. Ideally the Operations Team should take care of 90%+ of customer/client requests, questions, and problems. It is best not to pass on calls and emails, but instead handle the calls and emails within the Operations Team. Not every member of the Operations Team can answer all questions, so having one or more “experts” - who LERN titles Information Specialists - handle more complex requests, questions, and problems is best. An example might be handling refunds. If they do not know the answer, they get the answer and update Operations Team records for future communication.
10. Instructors. Although the Programming Team hires, trains, and may fire instructors, the Operations Team should be handling many of the functional tasks such as payroll processing, class/contract packets, reminding instructors about upcoming classes/contracts, and could even handle scheduling instructors for repeat classes and then handling room scheduling, materials ordering, and so on. Once instructors are hired, the more closely the Operations Team works with them, the more time the Programming Team can spend on finding new instructors and offerings. The organization should have an Instructor Handbook with guidelines and answers to most frequently asked questions.
11. FAQs. To deter communication being passed on to non-Operations Team staff, the Operations Team should have access to FAQs (frequently asked questions) and their answers. Questions dealing with classes should be connected to the class in your software system (and provided by the Programming Team) so answers are available during registration. FAQs should be included on your website, and tied into confirmations (directions and materials lists, for example). Operations Team should review FAQ answers at least once a year to confirm they are accurate.
12. Data Collection. A critical responsibility of the Operations Team is to collect data – registration data, programming data (not collected by Programming Team), promotion data, and sales contract data (not collected by Sales Team). Most registration and promotion data should be collected during registration or at the first class, while programming and sales contract data will be information most likely added at the conclusion of the class or contract. Operations Team can also collect testimonials and should generate a weekly Complaint Report listing complaints received and actions taken.
13. Recordkeeping. Operations is the home of all records. Whether financial, data, historical backup, or other, it is best to have the Operations Team responsible for recordkeeping. The goal should be to eliminate paper, so storing the records electronically is best. Also the Operations Team is responsible for making sure all records, data, and organization information is backed up.
14. Preparation. Being prepared for upcoming classes; the building of the next catalog; weekly, monthly, or quarterly reports; and other routine tasks are the responsibility of the Operations Team. Simplicity is always the best, thus having consistent processes and forms is important. Prepare textbooks and supplies as early as possible, and have instructor packets ready ahead of time. Check for room conflicts. Review accounts receivable for outstanding balances. Use work orders. 

15. Reporting. One challenge for many organizations is too many different people are generating reports, and the data used is not consistent. There should be an agreement on reports, and the Operations Team should be responsible for building and generating, and hopefully scheduling so they run as needed. There should be a dashboard using LERN Benchmarks the Operations Team should maintain.

16. Software Management. Although you need one software system to support enrollment and contract management, you will also utilize other software tools, such as LERN’s data analysis tools. Not all software tools will be the responsibility of the Operations Team – eMarketing tool, inbound marketing tool – but the Operations Team is responsible for making sure the data used is clean and current. So to not get bogged down working with the organization’s IT Department, it is best to be using web-hosted software tools so the company building the software supports the software and becomes your IT Department.
17. Promotion Tracking. You have to spend money to make money, but you want to make sure you are spending money on the promotion strategies and techniques that work, so the Operations Team must coordinate the collection of promotion tracking data. The collection can take place during registration or at the first class, and not everyone needs to provide feedback. Using LERN’s Promotion Tracking Tool allows you to determine your promotion:registration ratios, as well as the promotion cost per registration.

18. Staff Recognition. Staff members should be rewarded for jobs well done. You can provide paid time off, flex time, training of their choice, gift cards, flowers, and so on. Most important is recognizing an individual’s success as well as the Operations Team successes. The recognition should not only be within the team, but within the whole organization. At the same time, the Operations Team should be recognizing non-Operations Teams staff, vendors, others within the institution, and so on who have supported the efforts of the Operations Team.
19. Sunset Rule. The guiding customer service rule is the Sunset Rule – any question, problem, or request made today should be handled by sunset – or at the longest, 24 hours. If you cannot resolve by sunset, you should be at least contacting and updating the student/client that you are working on it.

20. Reengineering. The world is changing quickly. Technology is changing, student needs are changing, your institution is changing, and more. LERN has a list of 15 processes every organization should be reviewing. Many may need to be redesigned to better serve customers/clients, the organization, and the institution. Consider “blowing up” existing processes and replacing them with more streamlined and software-supported processes in an effort to increase customer satisfaction.

21. Sell! Sell! Sell! Instructors and Operations Team staff members are your organization’s real salespeople. Operations Teams staff should always be “asking for the order” and working to get the customer the answers needed to “close the sale.” The Operations Team should give instructors tools they need – i.e. upcoming classes – that they can promote in their classes. Operations Team staff should develop a “Student or Client Report Card” showing each service used and suggested future services. 
22. Contracting. Your organization will never have the necessary resources to be able to hire for every task you need to handle and in many cases hiring is not a prudent decision. You want the best person and instead of trying to hire, consider contracting out the service. Examples might be proofing and data imputing. Your most important contractor is your online registration tool where you should be generating up to 75%+ of registrations online, thus providing your Operations Team more staff time to take on additional routine tasks.

23. Data Loading. The centralization of data inputting ensures data being loaded is accurate and being loaded consistently. Different Operations Team staff can be responsible for different data inputting. Data inputting for the building of promotions is an area where centralized data inputting can save time and eliminate mistakes.
24. One Contact. Although many people on the Operations Team can help a customer, you want to make communication easy. It is better to have one phone number, one email address, etc. that people use to contact your organization. Tools such as Live Help are useful to making contact easier.

25. Advising. The push for more continuing professional education is requiring organizations to do more student advising. Ideally the questions being asked should be handled by the Operations Team, but that may mean the addition of a person trained in advising. Some questions may be passed on to Programming Team members who are subject-matter experts, but the less passing on the better.
26. Pull, Don’t Push. The most critical position in the organization is the Operations Team Leader. The leader’s job is to continue to pull from other areas the tasks that stop the generation of revenue. Every task cannot be pulled all at once, but a list rated by priority should be managed by the Operations Program Team Leader. 

27. Build Relationships. The Operations Team cannot do it alone and needs to build relationships with other organization areas, as well as institution areas, vendors, students, instructors, and so on. Thus it is important to spend time building relationships, which may mean providing help to the groups the Operations Team needs support from.

28. Be Reliable. “Make It Happen.” “A1 Second to None.” “The Customer is King or Queen.” These mantras need to be at the heart of the Operations Team. Operations Team staff members cannot let anything slip through the cracks and thus their performance sets the tone of the organization, as well as the Unique Selling Proposition (USP).

29. Be the Answer. At the heart of the Operations Team is being able to provide answers. The answers are normally needed now and not later, so response time is critical. Success is all about building trust and dependency. Most people think it is easier to do it themselves, and this is one reason that revenue generators take on operations tasks. Operations Team staff members must prove they know what to do, how to do it, and when to get it done.
30. Make It Fun. Operations can be very stressful. Everyone needs something and many times most communication is about problems, not successes. The Operations Team members need to have fun and enjoy their jobs. Setting benchmarks for the Operations Team is important, as well as celebrating successes. The Operations Team Leader must spend time ensuring Operations Team staff members are enjoying their work.

The “APPLE” Principle for Operations

Anticipate. Know what is coming up months ahead of time and ask for help from others. Make sure calendars are updated.

Prepare. Create packets, email drafts/templates, textbook bundles, supplies, and test processes to make sure they are working properly.

Prevent. Not all situations can be avoided, but if/when they do occur, make immediate process changes to prevent similar situations in the future.

Learn. Learn from your mistakes. Research why something happened, retrain staff if needed, and be prepared for next time.

Excel. Let things go and move forward. The world will not end because of one mistake. Challenges make life/work interesting. Overcoming them makes life/work meaningful.
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