
The field  
operations puzzle

Field Operations continue to be at the heart of an  
ever changing landscape for all Utilities businesses.

The ongoing need to improve productivity, engage geographically dispersed teams 
and plan jobs ever more efficiently, are all essential to keep pace with the increasingly 
sophisticated requirements of both the regulator and the customer. All of this needs 
to be achieved against the backdrop of very demanding cost challenges, without ever 
losing focus on the need to maintain the highest levels of safety at all times.

The following article is based on our extensive experience in the Utilities sector, and 
articulates the challenges we feel Field Operations face today, while also explaining 
how we believe these challenges can be met.
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Field operations: the significance  
of the efficiency challenge

Our experience has shown that organizations often struggle 
to come to terms with the logistical operation of planning 
and deploying their Field Operations teams effectively. 
In both the US & UK this is recognized as a challenge and 
one which UK regulator, OFWAT, considers to be ‘one of 
the biggest challenges for our sector’1 . This considerable 
challenge needs attention – Field Operations typically make 
up one of the largest percentages of utility organizations’ 
workforces, and are responsible for a large element of 
related workload. As a consequence this presents an 
opportunity to drive previously untapped productivity 
improvements through the engagement of diverse and 
geographically separated teams. 

Why is productivity improvement a particular challenge 
for Field Operations? 

This issue is certainly not a new one2. Many utilities 
companies have approached the problem by deploying 
technology3 or outsourcing their field teams to drive greater 
accountability and performance, without considering how 
best to engage them. However, we continue to see Field 
Operations dominate the industry’s agenda. So why is this? 

Through our own involvement of working on the front line 
of Field Operations, both for our own business and that of 
our clients, there are a number of underlying factors we have 
identified that can affect the performance of Field Operations:

Strategic priorities

The utility industry is often incentivized to progress by 
regulatory targets, or the agenda of governing bodies.  
A particular example of this is the drive to reduce leakage 
– both in water and gas. Network leakage is of particular 
strategic importance to organizations, as significant 
incentives and penalties exist. 

In practice, placing significant weight on certain KPIs can 
create issues with day-to-day operations. During a client 
engagement, Unipart practitioners experienced ‘leakage 
drives’ mandated by senior leaders as a tool to improve 
leakage performance. On paper, this may seem like a way of 
delivering rapid improvement. In reality, however, this focus 
drove inefficiency into the Field Operations process. We saw 
how leakage drives would place specific job types as priority, 
overlooking crucial elements such as distance and work 
sequence – key components of an effective Field Operations 
plan. By disregarding efficient job completion in favor of 
short-term benefit, key performance indicators, such as 
productivity and customer satisfaction, are impacted.

The importance of efficient Field Operations has never been of greater significance for utilities. 
Tougher leakage targets and an even sharper focus on customer satisfaction levels make Field 
Operations a core component of a modern and successful utility. However, meeting these 
targets can be a challenge.

Organizations often struggle to  
come to terms with the logistical 
operation of planning and deploying 
their field operations teams effectively“

“

Source
1. ‘Are water companies doing enough to tackle leakage?’  

Utility Week, January 2016

2. See, ‘Field Service: Reenergising a hidden asset’  
Bain & Company, September 2011

3. ‘A winning field mobility deployment approach’  
PWC, January 2013
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The cost and workload associated  
with field operations 

Demand for field services has increased consistently, leading 
to increasing cost pressures and higher workloads. A greater 
demand from both regulators and customers for the delivery 
of more reliable and diverse services are challenging field 
operating models like never before. This situation is being 
compounded by a complex infrastructure that is now aging, 
impacting all areas of the sector. Utility operators are taking 
varying approaches to the situation, including outsourcing 
their operations to varying degrees and implementing  
wide-scale technology to aid job completion. However,  
few organizations take a joined-up, systematic approach  
to address all of the causes simultaneously. 

A question of legacy

The legacy of mergers within the utility industry is well 
documented, but there are still components the industry 
is trying to grapple with and move forward from. Legacy 
contracts, work practices and low engagement levels all 
play a contributing factor to delivering the pace and level of 
change required to keep up with the demands of a modern 
utility. 

There are, of course, many elements that contribute to 
the difficulties of implementing and sustaining efficient 
Field Operations. What we have uncovered through our 
internal and external work, is that very few organizations 

are approaching the challenge by taking into consideration 
the full end-to-end process and all of the component parts 
required to achieve the optimum outcome. Improvements 
made in one area can create problems up or down stream, 
creating further inefficiencies and frustrations. This can 
reduce the ability of the organization, as a whole, to deliver 
sustainable, people-led change and improvement.

Unipart Expert Practices has supported a multitude of 
organizations, across different industries and sectors, 
in transforming their Field Operations. Here, our Expert 
Practitioners will reflect on their observations, formed 
across multiple engagements, in order to reveal insights that 
you and your organization may act upon in order to unlock 
the full power of your workforce and deliver sustainable 
change.

Very few organizations are approaching 
the challenge by taking into consideration 
the full end-to-end process and all  
of the component parts required to 
achieve the optimum outcome “

“
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Why the secret to the field  
operations puzzle lies in planning

A matter of perspective

Our own experience supporting organizations deliver 
sustainable change has shown us that an operation cannot 
simply be looked at from a one dimensional perspective 
– a business activity or process, is the sum of many parts, 
however, this is often overlooked.

As an example, while working with one particular client, 
we discussed the reasons for low productivity in the 
organization’s Field Operations team. Amongst senior 
members of the business, the issues were thought to  
stem from the field teams themselves.

A number of causes for this low productivity were put 
forward, including:

“Field teams are not working to standard job times”

“Our third party suppliers work different hours than our 
crews, which creates a disjointed operations and delays”

“Only certain crews have the correct equipment, so jobs 
cannot be completed until another resource is free”

This particular client isn’t alone in facing these issues. 
Some of these statements may well resonate with you and 
we continue to hear similar reasons for poor field team 
productivity from a range of utilities.

This viewpoint has led to a disproportionate number of 
‘change’ and performance-improvement initiatives directed 
towards field teams. This can have a number of implications, 
such as a negative impact on employee engagement, the 
creation of an ‘us’ and ‘them’ culture and, more seriously, 
unsustainable process improvement or failed change 
initiatives that do not deliver the expected ROI.

Set up to fail

In order to truly understand the root cause for the productivity 
issues the organization was facing, we gathered together 
representatives from across the business to clearly map what 
the Field Operations process entailed.

We have already discussed the importance of taking an end-
to-end view and Value Stream Mapping (VSM) is a critical 
step towards producing this detailed level of understanding. 
VSM allows you to see all elements of the process across the 
entire value stream, not just those steps contained within a 
particular sub-process or managed by any given functional 
team. Only when you have this understanding can you start 
to determine the reasons for off-target delivery. In the case 
of our client example above, the Field Operations process 
loosely fell into four categories: identification and review, 
planning, execution, and reinstatement. 

After gaining agreement on the process steps, each member 
of the team was invited to highlight where they believed the 
main blockages to effective execution lay. The results were 
surprisingly consistent. 

A detailed look at the end-to-end Field Operations 
process and analyzing the opportunities  
for improvement in the planning function.

Taking an end-to-end view and value 
stream mapping (VSM) is a critical step 
towards producing this detailed level  
of understanding “

“
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The adage ‘you plan to fail’ rings true in this scenario – the 
planning function was consistently identified as one of the 
areas where some of the problems were stemming from. 
Crucially this insight highlighted that Field Operations teams 
were regularly set up to fail. While there was agreement in 
the room, as to where the starting point of the problems lay, 
this hypothesis needed to be tested and proved right before 
corrective action could be taken.

The Unipart approach recommends that this would best 
be done by engaging with the individuals on the front-line 
across the end-to-end process. The team spoke to both the 
field teams and the planning function to explore our theory.

The outcomes of poor planning

Logistical efficiencies  
vs. strategic priorities

Earlier, we described the impact of strategic priorities on 
the performance of Field Operations. As organizational 
focus and priorities change, the planning function is 
directly impacted. These changes add complexity into the 
process of planning jobs efficiently. 

We cite one such example of a field team that was sent 
to a job located at one side of their territory, only to have 
to then travel back to the other end of their territory in 
the same day. While this may seem illogical on paper, this 
was a common occurance. Job schedules consistently 
disregarded the efficiencies that locating work in a 
systematic route can deliver, in favor of pursuing a 
particular KPI. The plan in this scenario increased travel 
time, reduced available hours, increased operational costs 
and, inevitably, reduced the amount of work that could  
be completed.

If a job is deemed necessary, then it will need to be 
undertaken irrespective of the priority that organizational 
strategy might dictate. If the basic logistic elements 
of the process are overlooked (or overridden) during 
planning, then your Field Operations teams will be set up 
to fail. 

Standard job times  
vs. reality

Field Operations is always an area of any utility business 
that is consulted upon and a key focus of parent 
organizations. This creates a conflicting situation. While 
it ensures that there is a wealth of data to utilize in 
monitoring performance, it can also create confusion and 
conflicting views. 

An example of this is the ‘standard job time’ regularly 
utilized by Field Operations processes. Standard job 
times, the indicator of how long a particular job type 
should take to complete, can provide a platform from 
which to set targets and monitor performance. They can 
also be misleading and result in unrealistic targets. A good 
example of this that we have experienced when working 
with front-line teams is standard job times that do not 
account for travel time to and from jobs. Additionally, 
there are those job times that do not account for lost 
time waiting for other process inputs, such as traffic 
management or the delivery of crucial parts. 

We also frequently encounter organizations who are not 
regularly re-baselining their times. All of these factors 
impact the reality of delivering the Field Operations 
process and detrimentally impact the planning functions 
ability to schedule efficiently.

The points outlined above are not an exhaustive list. 
However, what it highlights is that some of the biggest 
contributing factors could easily be remedied, but have 
become built into the process and often described as a part 
of the ‘way we do things around here’.

It’s worth noting that planning alone is not the only source  
of productivity issues – it is a contributor. As we said at  
the beginning, a process is the sum of many parts and, to 
ensure the true potential is realized, all elements must  
be considered. 

The Field Operations team experience many frustrations 
during life on the front line. What follows is a snapshot 
into the issues they frequently experience during their 
day-to-day operations.
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In exploring some of the issues Field Operations teams face 
on a daily basis, we will highlight the ramifications of field 
force teams continually confronting these same frustrations. 
We will then look at how the field force teams can be 
engaged in a new way of working that allows them to solve 
their frustrations while also delivering business benefits.

Our delivery teams have spent many months engaging with 
our clients’ front-line field teams to understand their day-
to-day processes and the challenges of delivering crucial 
services in stressful testing environments. 

To begin, we look at some of the most pressing and 
obvious frustrations experienced by our field teams:

Job initiation

• Often a pre-job initiation is completed to determine the 
requirements of a field job, to make better decisions 
regarding job priorities and to help reduce the number of 
failed or incomplete jobs. However, poor outputs from 
job initiation have severe repercussions on productivity.  
In some cases, job initiation results in 66% of the 
scheduled jobs being rearranged and inevitable 
frustration for Field Operations staff.

Off-line support and parts supply

• Field Operations teams service a vast array of 
infrastructure and the supply of correct parts is crucial for 
job completion. Many organizations utilize off-line support 
roles to deliver the additional parts required to the job 
location. In practice, the location and availability of these 
resources can be intermittent, causing frustration for field 
teams who cannot complete the scheduled jobs. In one 
example, and a fairly typical one, a field team had to wait for 
over two hours for traffic management to arrive. 

Route planning

• Field teams are continually frustrated by sporadic route 
planning. To give a good example of this, a field team was 
required to replace a stop tap in the same location where 
they had completed a similar job only the previous day. Both 
jobs had been present in the job queue at the same time.

The trials and tribulations  
of a field operations team

Poor outputs from job initiation have 
severe repercussions on productivity “

“

We have already emphasized the importance of viewing Field Operations 
from an end-to-end perspective. However, in order to truly transform the 
Field Operations process, the field teams themselves must also be engaged 
and empowered to identify and deliver opportunities for improvement. 

Field teams are continually frustrated 
by sporadic journey planning “

“

The supply of correct parts  
is crucial for job completion “

“
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Experience tells us that inefficiencies within a complex 
process will land at the feet of field teams. It compromises 
their ability to work to their full potential and gives rise  
to frustration.

There are a number of consequences to these 
frustrations building up over time:

• Field teams often have to bypass their official processes, 
implementing workarounds in order to complete jobs on 
time. This can compromise the compliance process and 
increase the risks associated with doing a job without the 
usual checks and balances in place all at an increased cost 
to the business. 

• A lack of standard processes, or waste built into processes, 
results in inaccurate cycle times. This has a causal sequence 
whereby field teams start to feel that KPIs they are tasked 
to acheive lack relevance and meaning.

• Lastly, team members who are continually faced with the 
same issues and frustrations, with no way of solving them, 
become disengaged and both wary and weary of change. 
They will not be engaged to use discretionary effort at 
work and will stop suggesting solutions for problems they 
may otherwise solve. Best practice will not be challenged 
and moved forward and, as a result, is not shared 
across the organization. Other issues such as increased 
absenteeism may also occur.

In deploying operational excellence programs, Utility 
companies are able to engage employees in their Field 
Operations and identify opportunities to reduce waste 
and improve processes. All of these things will ultimately 
produce cost savings. However, it is vital that field forces are 
engaged in the initiative from the start, otherwise they will 
view these attempts as ‘just another change program’.

We take an approach that we call ‘performance through 
engagement’. We focus on engaging our own team with the 
employees and associates of our client. One way we do this 
is by helping employees to develop an understanding of, and 
capability in, new problem solving methods. By establishing 
and agreeing to standard processes, we have a benchmark 
on which to build on and deliver improvement. Training team 
members in problem solving and standard work techniques 
enables them to transition to a new way of seeing, doing and 
thinking about their work.

Once the basics are in place, leadership is tasked with 
empowering personnel to solve problems at their own level.  
By improving the culture and increasing capability, team 
members are able to identify ways to solve problems, 
remove the sources of personal frustration and produce 
cost savings for the organization.

The journey to reach the point where employees are actively 
solving problems at their own level is not short. It’s a long-
term strategic commitment. So what are the starting points 
to consider when engaging your field force team members 
and beginning this transformational journey?
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The process of Field Operations is a very common topic and 
we have explored the contextual importance of effective 
Field Operations, documented how the planning function 
plays a crucial role in delivering efficient services, and 
reflected on the experiences of field teams and how issues 
(that lie elsewhere within the process) materialize in the 
planning functions.

The scenarios we have described are merely an attempt 
at summarizing an environment that is fast moving and 
constantly evolving; one which is subject to intense demand 
pressures. But we hope our insights have provoked thought 
and consideration as to how you can help move your 
operation and organization forward. 

To conclude and summarize the Field Operations puzzle,  
we have identified five key elements that should be 
considered when starting any improvement journey, or 
provide a reference point for one you may already be on.

 Field teams are the product of their inputs

 We know that field teams are often the 
predominant focus of improvement activity, 
while other input factors, such as planning and 
off-line support, are not always considered. 
There are significant improvements to be 
made directly with the field teams, but 
improvement in isolation will only generate 
short-term and unsustainable improvement. 

 Take an end-to-end view of the process  
and work through it logically

 Field Operations is a complex process with 
multiple inputs and dependencies. In order 
to truly understand your organization’s pain 
points, it is essential to understand the entire 
end-to-end process. Then, with accurate 
and relevant data in hand, you can approach 
improvement logically in the areas  
of greatest need and potential impact.

 Consider the wider logistical operation

 Interlinked with the previous points, Field 
Operations is not solely the accountability 
of one operational area – there are many 
other critical components in creating an 
efficient network. When reviewing your 
Field Operations, consider your store and 
depot locations, 3rd party suppliers and the 
effectiveness of any off-line support process 
you have in place. This wider logistical network 
needs to work in harmony with the core 
process in order to deliver the productive 
outcomes your organization requires. 

 People are your greatest asset – engage 
them and utilize their ideas

 Our approach is founded on ‘performance 
through engagement’ and we have proven 
over the last 30 years that, by engaging your 
people, change is not only more effective, but 
sustains over time. Field Operations is people 
critical and requires a complex network of 
relationships to work in harmony – change 
weariness and ‘us and them’ managerial 
approaches will detrimentally impact 
engagement across the whole process. Only 
by engaging your people, and working with 
them, will you truly deliver lasting change for 
the better. 

 Look and strive for continuous improvement

 Last, but by certainly no means least, ensure 
that your end goal is a culture of continuous 
improvement. There is no ‘one best way’ for 
Field Operations and, due to the constantly 
evolving nature of the operation, it will require 
the regular input of all stakeholders to ensure 
the process continually meets the needs of its 
customers. This is not an easy and requires all 
of the factors we have discussed in the series 
so far, along with additional elements – strong 
leadership, a clear infrastructure for individuals 
to raise concerns on a daily basis, engaged 
staff and tools to empower people so they can 
initiate change at any level and at any time. 

Solving the field  
operations puzzle
Our aim here is to provide alternative insight into 
a very current issue in the utility industry.
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As with any change, or any complex process, 
finding sustainable improvement solutions is 
not easy. However, considering all the points 
we have just described should help to provide 
a point of reference for your organization. 

Field Operations is a crucial component to a modern utility, 
and also key to a modern and competitive US. The stakes 
are high and those that truly embrace a new way of seeing 
and a new way of working will reap the benefits of greater 
engagement and greater, sustained performance. 

If you would like to learn more about our work in Utilities, or 
understand some of the other services we offer across our 
organization, please contact us at: 

Contact us:

 Gary Tharme,  
 Senior Vice President, USA 

 gary.tharme@unipart.com 

 hello@unipart.com 
 www.unipartconsulting.com


