Consulting Made Easy
After I retired, I spent a few years consulting.  Nothing specific.  I just used my forty-five years of experience in the military and private sector to figure out all the stuff a company might be doing wrong.  Or, maybe doing it correctly but less efficiently than they could.  If I could fix it or make it better, I would make a little money doing so.  
I had the opportunity to do some consulting work for a company based in northern Canada.  Yes, I had to cross the border and get a temporary work permit to do so, but that’s another story.  This particular company provided everything, and I mean everything needed to house and staff temporary crews that live on the ice, way up further north, for six to eight months each year.  I don’t recall what all the crew did, but their housing was assembled after the water froze and dismantled before the thaw.  The enterprise I visited was massive.  Not only did they provide all the resources needed to feed and house hundreds of workers, but they also delivered a good portion of the support staff to run the services.  
One building I visited was larger than a football field – or should I say a soccer field up there.  There were at least forty double-sided rows of shelves, six feet high, lined up as far as the eye could see.  It was like bulk-sale grocery stores, only the shelves were considerably longer and also stored products such as pillows, sheets, eating utensils, gloves, TVs, and absolutely everything needed for survival for over half a year.
I learned early in the consulting business that even though I might know little, or even anything, about what I was supposed to be an expert in, casual conversations with employees many times lead to the discovery of problems I might be able to fix or at least do more efficiently.  Many times, these conversations even provide the key to their solution.  There were no employees in the massive warehouse that particular day, so I had to start with the supervisor.  Now, more than fifty percent of the time, management is the problem.  Consequently, I normally avoid them until the employees show me the problem, tell me how they would fix it, and why their manager won’t listen to them about how to do so.  In this situation, the old supervisor was all I had.  So, here I am, sitting down across from him in his office, with absolutely zero knowledge of his company and even less, if possible, about his warehouse.  
We began by talking about the good and bad of his trade.  He bemoaned that every year, for the twenty-five years he had been there, hiring time never changed.  He explained that the company, while operating all year, made its profit in the six or so months when the water was frozen.  Ninety percent of the company's staff were new each year; consequently, there was always the need to train new people.  When I asked him to elaborate, he almost cried while lamenting about the new employees he hired each year to fill the daily orders.  The weeks turned into months for them to learn where each item was located.  And, since they only had their job for a little over half a year, he always had to start over with a new crop of kids before winter approached again.  
He continued telling me about how his staff got lost in their first few days.  Then, for the next few weeks, they ran all over from row to section, up and down, back and forth, from each aisle to each bin for more weeks until they were familiar with the whereabouts of everything.  Just when they are finally becoming somewhat productive, the rush is over, and so is their job.
I asked to see the pick sheet his staff worked from.  It looked like an Excel spreadsheet, but it only had two columns – the item being requested, and how many the remote staff needed to pick for the next supply run to the outpost.  I said something about not having the item’s location listed on the sheet, and he remarked, “Those people in the field don’t know where everything is in my warehouse.”  Oh, boy.  They don’t know, but you do, I thought to myself.  I told him, “Why don’t you just use this spreadsheet and in the unused columns put where that item is located.  
His quizzical expression told me I needed to explain further.  “On the spreadsheet,” I pointed. “Put down the row of that item, then the letter of the aisle, and finally the top, middle, or bottom bin of the exact location.” He reiterated, “My cooks wouldn’t have any idea where all that stuff is here in my warehouse.”  So, I excused myself and spent about an hour creating a couple of pages in a new Excel spreadsheet.  I wrote down the location of each of my sample items by walking around the aisles for a bit.
When I finished my work, we sat down again.  I laid the worksheet down on his desk and said, “Now look.  If a cook needs mustard, he or she goes to their computer and opens the normal program they use.  They scroll down to the needed mustard jar.  The next column is where they type the number of jars of mustard they want.  Okay?”  He replied, “That’s what they do now, but that doesn’t help my boys find it.”  Going to take a little while longer than I thought with this guy.  I had hidden the next few columns on the worksheet.  When I opened them, behold, there were sections, rows, aisles, and bin letters and numbers for each.
Looking at me, the manager again questioned: “How do they know all that information?”  Boy oh boy.  “They don’t,” I responded.  As I hid the rows again, I said, “This is all they see.  The rest is for you and your staff.”  He just stared.  Thinking I was going to spend another half day doing Excel training, I said we needed to work on sorting each column.  He almost jumped out of his chair and exclaimed, “I know how to do that!”  We went over my sample pages, and I had all the rows and cells visible.  I said, “Now, forget about what the remote site wants for a minute, just sort by column G first, then E, then F, and then D.”  He jumped right on it, and when he punched enter, there it was.  He pushed the print key, and when the pages appeared, he grabbed them, looked, studied for a second, and you won’t believe it.  He jumped up, yelled, and pointed his finger at each row, “My guys can start up front over there, and then go the aisle and around and come up here, then go back down there.”  He just kept going and showing me what they could do.  With a big grin on his face, he exclaimed, “They won’t even have to know the name of the item the remote staff needs.  It doesn’t make any difference if it’s a box of Rice Krispies, a tube of toothpaste, or a pillow.  They just take however many of the items the cook or housekeeper wants from the bin on the list.  I can train my new guys in ten minutes.”  And, as they say in the storybooks, “He and his soon-to-be reduced staff lived happily ever after.”
Epilogue
My “Happily ever after” wasn’t as long, however.  When I got home and was triumphantly telling my wife how my brilliant innovation would save a major corporation hundreds of thousands of dollars, she just looked at me with a puzzled expression and said, “That’s what I do when I go to the grocery store each week.”  
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