The Power of Storytelling in Mining

You’ve just received a report on
productivity. The bar charts are
informative but what catches
your eye are comments about
the lack of communication
between departments. What
actions can you take?

How about issuing a memo
directing people to talk to each
other more? You could establish
a reporting system to count the
number of meetings and reward
those who increase their
meeting attendance. What
about tracking data and
punishing people who don't meet
some minimum number of
emails sent per day? Per week?

Alternatively, you could use a
more evidence-based approach
based on Narrative Inquiry and
the Theory of Constraints.

Comments or opinions shared
are a cumulation of a worker’s
experiences. Each separate
experience can be told as a
story. We ask the storyteller to
“tag” the level of
communication using a very
intuitive marking process as
shown below:

My last coffee (tea) was made up of...

MILK
If I had a
latte, with no
sugar, | would put
a cross here If lhad a
coffee with two
sugars and a little

X milk, | would put

a cross here

COFFEE

If 1 had an
espresso with no
sugar, | would put
a cross here

Note: The only person who has
the authenticity to mark the
triad is the storyteller.
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Lack of communication in the story was due to...

Complete authority
to get the job done
- 28%

Severe cost
constraints

As more and more stories are collected and tagged, patterns begin to
emerge and offer insight why communication was limited or lacking. In
this example, the need to stay on a tight time schedule was a prime
reason. Workers also felt the need to communicate wasn’t necessary
since they had the authority to get the job done. Cost constraints
relatively had little impact.

This discovery means we no longer need to guess. We now know what
constraints to tighten (authority) or release (tight time schedule).

Another possible pattern is the number of stories that were tagged in the
middle. It may provide clues on what’s working well in the organization
and worth exploring.

The measure of success of a constraint adjustment is a shift of fewer
stories at the triad corners and more stories in the middle of the triad.

What can you do that’s different?

Constraints such as directives, policies, regulations, rules are “necessary evils”. Too many controlling
constraints and stifling bureaucracy emerges causing people to grudgingly slow down. At the other extreme, a
system without constraints will plunge into chaos. The leader’s challenge is navigating the fine line between too
much and too little. Eli Goldratt’s theory is based on the idea a business can only operationalize real
improvement at a certain pace set by the slowest resource. Therefore, examine the constraints placed on the
slowest resource since the smallest improvement could yield the biggest impact on the business. This is the
“Butterfly Effect”.

Disintermediation means consumers buy directly from the manufacturer and bypass the wholesaler and
retailer. In this case, it's decision-makers in direct contact with the storytellers. Leaders are able to read their
stories and see the patterns formed. No staff or line management is in between who could massage data to
“soften” reality. Feedback stories can be collected and read to measure if a constraint change is working or not
working.

WORK IN THE PRESENT NOT THE PAST

Traditional methods such as surveys are snapshots in time. Reports typically are not issued until some time
later. Each passing month increases the risk of stale data. The time gap raises a bigger concern - the
workforce perception that management is placing little value on their input. On the other hand, stories are
naturally told everyday. Methods are now available to collect tagged stories on a 24/7/365 basis. Some
organizations have gone further and collected photos and voice recordings. Narrative fragments provide a
window into the values, practices, rituals, symbols, heroes, myths, legends, white elephants, sacred cows that
characterize the culture.
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