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Every business needs its own 
operating system. Today’s 
most successful companies 
utilize digital processes, tools, 
and reports to run business 
operations and manage 
progress toward goals. 

How do you ensure that your 
critical business software can 
help drive better performance? 
Traust has identified six key 
elements of the most effective 
digital operations. 
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1Reduce Manual 
Processes

Manual processes are, by definition, labor-intensive and 
susceptible to errors. Every time someone has to type 
data in — or worse, write it down — you risk getting it 
wrong. Likewise, purely manual processes increase the 
likelihood that steps will be delayed or even missed. 

The good news is you don’t have to fully automate 
your operations to reduce errors and risks. You can use 
workflow-based tools (i.e., software wizards) to guide 
employees through your processes. This will help ensure 
that each step of the process is completed — correctly 
and in order.

At the same time, these workflow wizards can include 
opportunities for approvals. For example, your system 
can require a supervisor to approve work before it can 
proceed to the next stage.
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KEY TAKEAWAY

However you use them, automation tools can reduce your 

staff’s workload by having software complete repetitive, 

manual tasks that don’t require human input. This will free 

up your team and increase their productivity.

Another way to leverage the power of your business 
software is to create automatic alerts at stage gates or 
when a process moves outside an acceptable parameter.

For example, if you’re a service provider working on 
a fixed-fee contract and your team exceeds their time 
budget for a given phase, an alert can notify the PM that 
the project is at risk.

For manufacturers, when an order ships from your 
warehouse, your system can automatically send a tracking 
number to the customer, without any manual input from 
your staff.

5
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2Use  
Real-Time  
Data While it’s become something of a cliche, we really do live 

in an always-on, data-driven world.

THINK ABOUT THIS: you used to get bank statements 
just once a month. In between, you had to record each 
purchase and balance your checkbook to ensure you 
knew how much money you had in your account. Today, 
however, you can check your balance anytime — directly 
from your smartphone. 

Modern businesses need this same access 
to real-time data. But too many companies 
are still dependent on periodic reports 
based on stale data.
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This obsolete data can lead to poor decision-making and 
results. For example, consider a manufacturer trying 
to manage just-in-time inventory. Without accurate, 
timely data from their supply chain partners, they’re 
likely to miss delivery deadlines and lose future orders.

Likewise, consider a general contractor managing 
a number of construction projects in different 
stages of completion. By tracking the stage 
requirements of each project against day-to-day 
percentage of project completion, managers can 
know in advance when they will need more workers 
and the right equipment for each project. 

Of course you don’t have to be in the Fortune 500 
to make use of real-time data. Leaders can make 
decisions based on real-time KPIs such as financial, 
customer, or operational performance data. Previously, 
this analysis was reactive and looked back at past 
performance. Today, real-time data can be compared 
with historical information to give leaders a perspective 
on business that informs real-time decisions.

That’s one of the distinct advantages 
of harnessing real-time data. It allows 
businesses to be proactive instead of 
reactive, so they can improve performance.
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3Eliminate  
Duplicate Data 

Today’s businesses often use individual, 
one-off SaaS tools to help manage their 
operations. Problems arise, however, when 
these systems don’t communicate with one 
another. 
For example, if your CRM and project management 
tools aren’t integrated, your teams won’t have access to 
the same information. Your sales team won’t know that 
the client told the project manager the new initiative is 
being delayed, because details of their meeting are stored 
outside of your CRM.

If you need to rely on multiple systems like this — and 
most businesses do — don’t expect your team to input 
the same data multiple times! That’s a recipe for trouble. 
Instead, you’ll want to invest in an integration layer that 
can ensure that data from each system is up to date in 
the others. Likewise, wherever possible, you’ll want to 
tie directly into external/supplier data via APIs. With all 
of your data connected, you’ll have the information you 
need to make smarter business decisions.
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Let’s use another example. Did you ever call a service 
provider — like your cell phone or credit card company 
— and give the automated system a lot of personal 
information, only to have to tell the customer service  
rep all the details again? How frustrating! 

Today’s customers expect relevant data to be shared 
across systems wherever possible, and so should you. 
Depending on your business, you’ll want to connect the 
data in each of these systems: 

 » Project management and billing/invoicing
 » Inventory management and order management
 » Field services and CRM

Likewise, for businesses with employees working in the 
field, mobile apps can connect to your back office data 
from even the most remote locations. This provides two 
benefits. First, it gives your field teams access to data 
they need to do their job better. Second, the field team 
can enter project updates and customer data directly into 
your backend systems, without having to wait to get back 
to the office.

ONE FINAL NOTE 

Wherever possible, eliminate paper-based tools that require  

data to be re-entered into a digital system. Between mobile 

devices and scanning technology, there’s just no need to use 

paper for mission-critical operations.



10

4Focus on  
Key Metrics

As a manager or executive, you’re constantly fighting 
fires and delivering for your customers. But all that 
“busy-ness” can keep you from working on the strategic 
projects that will help move your business forward. 

To keep you informed and focused on what’s most 
important, you need a dashboard with the most 
relevant metrics for your role in your company. 

Of course, not all metrics are worthy of inclusion on 
your dashboard. We recently read about a company 
that created a dashboard with more than 400 KPIs! 
Suffice it to say, that’s not a dashboard that’s going 
to focus attention on a particular set of relevant data. 
It’s just too much information for anyone to take in.

Instead, your dashboard should include  
the 3–7 numbers that will tell you and  
your team what you should be focused  
on at any given moment. 
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Note that which metrics you include are likely to change 
over time, depending on the stage of your business. 
An early-stage startup is going to focus on different 
numbers than a mature company in a crowded market.

So, which kinds of metrics should you pay attention to? 
We recommend building your dashboard with a mix of 
numbers that fit into one of two categories:

PREDICTIVE METRICS
These are numbers that can reliably indicate if your business or 
department is on-track to meet your goals. Depending on your 
industry, function, and stage, these might include:

 » Sales: Pipeline, calls, demos
 » Manufacturing: Uptime, WIP
 » Service: Average call length, CSAT

WARNING METRICS 
While we prefer working proactively, it’s also important to know 
if something is going wrong. An effective warning metric will tell 
you if your operations are trending in the wrong direction. 

 » Sales: Win/loss rate
 » Manufacturing: Spoilage
 » Service: Callbacks

A word of warning: Avoid adding vanity metrics to your 
dashboard. As much as we all like to feel good in our 
work, don’t include any numbers that won’t spur you to 
action. Remember that KPI stands for key performance 
indicator. If the number won’t change your behavior, it 
doesn’t belong on your dashboard.
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5Give Employees 
Relevant Data

 » Your financial team needs access to income,  
expenses, and salaries.

 » Your sales team needs access to customer records.
 » Your HR team needs access to employee records.
 » Your operations team needs access to inventory  

and logistics data.

Administrator  
Manage plugins and themes, 

create users, edit the dashboard

Editor  
Add, manage, edit, publish,  
and delete anyone’s posts 

Author  
Add, edit, publish, and delete  

only their own posts 

Subscriber  
Access subscriber- 

only content 

We mentioned it in the 
previous section, but it 
bears repeating: different 
employees need access to 
different data. 

Your back office systems should allow you to filter what 
information each employee has access to, based on their 
role. This can include either roles by job function, roles 
by seniority, or some combination of these factors.

For example, the popular 
content management 
system WordPress has 
a variety of roles, each 
with different default 
permissions, including:
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These granular roles and permissions will allow you to 
control which employees can see which information. 
This can include financial statements, orders, employee 
records, and more. It will also let you control what they 
can do with that information, such as creating, editing, 
and deleting records.

Controlling data access and functionality has multiple 
benefits. In addition to securing your data, you want to 
balance giving people the tools they need with reducing 
the complexity of their work.

Within your business software, you want to limit the 
options available to those that are most relevant for 
the employee’s role and specific work tasks. Likewise, 
your systems should break more complex tasks into 
smaller steps in order to decrease cognitive load. This is 
especially important for software and systems used by 
front-line workers, but it’s good advice for users at all 
levels of the company.

DID YOU KNOW?

Behavioral psychologists use the term “choice overload” to 

describe what happens when we have too many options. According 

to this scientific research, the time it takes to make a decision 

increases with the number and complexity of choices available. 
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6Create  
One Version  
of the Truth

Unless you’re a brand new company, you 
likely already have systems that produce 
plenty of data that you use for a variety 
of metrics and reports. It’s just as likely, 
however, that you have to manipulate that 
data before it’s “ready for primetime.”
Now picture this scenario: someone exports data from 
one of your systems and creates a spreadsheet that filters 
it or manipulates it to create a set of metrics or reports. 
They save the spreadsheet to their computer and then 
send it around to other people on the team to review. 

Someone else then updates the numbers and sends it 
back out. This probably even happens a few more times. 

Each person now has multiple versions of the spreadsheet 
in their email and saved to their computer. Which one is 
the “official” version? And has the data been updated?

14
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Good business software will keep track of a 
single version of the “truth” — the official 
copy of your reports to which everyone can 
refer. With one version of the truth, you 
no longer have to guess which copy of your 
spreadsheet is the latest one or the one that 
everyone agreed to.

Part of the benefit of an official version like this is that it 
can include transaction records to ensure an audit trail. 
You may even be able to see past versions of the report, 
to which you can easily revert if needed.

In a reporting system like this, the data and the reporting 
are separate. So the data stays in your database, while the 
filtering and manipulation occur separately. Then, your 
team can create new edits/versions which can be reviewed 
and promoted to the official version once they have been 
finalized.



16

LEVELING UP YOUR DIGITAL OPERATIONS
The proliferation of single- and limited-task Software-
as-a-Service (SaaS) applications has given businesses 
— especially small and medium-sized businesses 
— a wide variety of tools they can integrate into 
their daily operations. The downside of this is that 
companies are paying too many SaaS providers for 
systems that don’t interact with one another. 

Moreover, these tools have been designed to work  
“well-enough” for a general customer, rather than to  
be specific to a particular company’s processes, goals,  
and needs.

To improve productivity, efficiency, and 
profit, companies should consider reducing 
the number of SaaS tools they use, in favor 
of creating software that is tailored for 
their unique business needs. 
This custom business software can help them bring all 
their operations into a limited set or even a single system, 
and it can provide exactly the processes the business 
needs, without extra, manual workarounds. In addition, 
bespoke tools can integrate all of the company’s data, 
delivering it to the right people at the right time to make 
strategic business decisions. 
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ABOUT TRAUST
Traust is an IT consulting and custom software 
development firm that helps clients improve 
business operations. Since 2001, we have helped 
organizations implement and embrace technology 
that makes business more efficient, productive, 
and profitable. We specialize in driving innovation 
for your most critical enterprise IT initiatives.

When it comes to managing custom software development 
projects, we know that technical expertise is just the 
beginning. What sets Traust apart is the way we learn 
about your business — before starting any work. This 
ensures we can support and guide your team on the best 
path forward from day one. 

Is it time to level-up your digital operations?  
Let’s get to work.
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