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Where to Begin 
To begin considering the possibilities of automated workflow using document management, a 
realization that a problem exists must be present. This usually manifests itself as some point of 
‘pain’ in the physical process of dealing with paper. Some points of contention when dealing 
with paper may include: 

1. Loss of documentation 
2. Unable to quickly locate information for customer service responses 
3. Meeting compliance requirements for audit or security 
4. Rising costs of additional staff to process paper based workflows 
5. Efficiency in managing the paper based workflow for tracking and status purposes 
6. Movement of paper between a remote office and a corporate office 

Once the decision has been made to improve workflow, the question becomes ‘Where do I 
begin?’ The obvious answer is at the beginning. The first thing to do is choose one document 
process to work with. Often times the biggest mistake a company makes is trying to improve all 
processes at one time. This seldom works and many times ends up with a failed attempt to 
automate any process. 

After selecting the process to improve, begin by breaking the document process down into the 
actual physical steps. Take the business process and physically follow it from beginning to end. 
Spend time with each person involved along the way and find out what action items occur at 
each step, what the exceptions for each decision are and where the document goes once it 
leaves that step. The end result of this will be a clear understanding of what takes place for the 
entire process under review.  

As the review is taking place, imagine the process being analyzed residing in an electronic 
workflow. Think about how the physical process will work electronically or if it will work 
electronically. For example, one step of the process may involve an outside entity applying a 
signature to the piece of paper. How will this work if the document is electronic? Make note of 
any potential pit falls of applying electronic technology to the workflow process. This list of 
‘requirements’ will come in very handy when selecting a vendor/product for implementation. 

A workflow diagram outlining the process is also very beneficial. This diagram will provide a 
visual representation of the workflow process and often aids in the understanding of the 
process as it moves from point to point. This drawing will also be very useful for the software 
vendor as a representation of the workflow process. Many easy to use software tools are 
available to aid in the creation of the workflow diagram including Microsoft Word, Microsoft 
PowerPoint, Microsoft Visio, and many others. It is not necessary to purchase a specialty 
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workflow diagramming tool to complete the drawing. Even a hand drawn diagram on a piece of 
paper or on a whiteboard is extremely useful. Below is a sample of a basic workflow diagram. 

 

 

Choosing the Best Technology 
Now that the workflow process is understood and the requirements are gathered, it is time to 
begin the process of product selection. Begin by putting together a product feature list and 
specifying whether the feature listed is required or optional. This list can then be sent to 
various vendors for response to your needs. Base the list on the information gathered as the 
workflow process was analyzed and the workers interviewed. A sample layout of a 
requirements checklist is provided on the next page. 
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Document Workflow Requirements Checklist 

Requirements Must Have 
Feature Supported 

(Yes or No) 
Supports Manual Routing 
 

Yes  

Supports Rules Based Routing 
 

Yes  

Reporting Capability to include WF Status 
 

Yes  

Supports Change of Workflow Path via Management Console
 

Yes  

Supports routing to groups 
 

Yes  

Supports routing to individuals 
 

Yes  

Supports Variable Input 
 

Yes  

Supports User Defined Input 
 

Yes  

Supports branching logic 
 

Yes  

Notification of Workflow Items via email 
 

Yes  

Notification of Workflow Items via popup message
 

No  

Allows for definition of non business days 
 

No  

Support for escalation messages 
 

Yes  

Support for escalation movement to new user
 

Yes  

Supports linking multiple rules together at completion of rule
 

Yes  

Can build custom workflow reports and save the reports to 
multiple output such as PDF, XML, CSV, etc. 
 

No  

Ability to automatically route at the time a document is filed 
into the system 
 

Yes  

Other 
 
 

 

Other 
 
 

 

Other 
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Ensure that the selection process includes gathering of the following information from the 
vendors as you request information. 

1. System hardware requirements. 
This information is important to ensure that the correct computing 
infrastructure is in place to run the software efficiently. Without proper 
hardware, the software may not run at optimum performance thereby negating 
any time savings anticipated from implementation of an electronic process. 

2. Requirements for any specialty hardware such as signature pads, scanners, or web 
servers. 

3. Cost for software maintenance and technical support. 
4. Availability of technical support. 
5. Reference accounts for similar size companies. 
6. How is the data backed up? 
7. Training programs offered. 
8. Availability of professional services for integration and custom processes. 
9. Is the software proprietary or is it built on an open architecture. 
10. Is a software development kit or application programming interface (API) available to 

allow for integration to existing software products? 

Vendor/product selection should not be based solely on cost. The product should meet the 
critical functional requirements and have the flexibility to grow with your business. Ease of use 
and speed of deployment are also key factors to look for when selecting a product. Avoid 
products that require excessive customization and programming services to make the basic 
functions of the workflow process work. This step alone can cause major delays and cost 
overruns. The majority of items on your requirements list should be available ‘out of the box’. 
Customer service and support availability are also extremely important elements of the total 
solution. The product selected may perform well but without service and support, undo 
frustration may arise when the need for help is warranted. 

Quantifying the Results 
When you make the transition to automating document workflows in your business you should 
be able to measure improvement in your processes. An obvious starting point is the time it 
takes to completely process documents from start to finish. If you perform a simple time study 
on a process before and after implementing your electronic document workflow solution, you 
can compare the average process time from start to finish. If the system you choose provides a 
management console for monitoring and managing the documents processed by each of your 
groups and workers, you will also be able to quantify performance of individuals, giving you the 
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ability to adjust workloads and enable people to improve their performance. There are other 
benefits of automating your document workflow processes which are more qualitative and 
more difficult to measure. One good example is the “missing document.” This is a frequent 
issue with paper-based and even with electronic documents that are not stored in a controlled 
repository. A document is handed to a person or emailed as an attachment to a person for that 
person to review and approve. That email or document is subsequently lost or accidentally 
deleted. Now there are many problems that can arise. Who will know that the document is 
missing? Will the person who sent it know to follow up and request the approval? If so, will that 
person be able to re-create the lost document? Studies have shown that the average cost to re-
create a lost document is $250. And what if this document was a customer order or an 
important equipment requisition? These “missing document” episodes happen every day in 
most businesses and they create a tremendous toll, both financially and in damaged customer 
service and competitiveness. 

Conclusion 
There is really no reason for businesses to continue using out-dated and inefficient workflow 
processing methods given today’s availability of affordable and easy to use software 
technology. The trick is getting started and having a plan. The best way to get started is to pick 
a single workflow process. Analyze this process at each step and create a diagram to document 
the process. You can do this for multiple processes, but you should be weary of getting too 
bogged down in the analysis stage and creating a risk of never actually getting around to the 
implementation stage. With this documented process workflow, you can now enter into 
discussions with potential document workflow software vendors to find the solution that is best 
for you. This approach will put you on a solid path toward continuous improvement of your 
business workflow processes to make your organization more efficient and more competitive. 
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