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	Medical Researcher Uses Electronic Forms to Cut Paperwork and Net More Research Time

	
	
	
	



	Overview

Country or Region: United States
Industry: Nonprofit organizations
Customer Profile

Van Andel Institute of Grand Rapids, Michigan, is a leading cancer research center employing 250 people and hosting dozens of guest researchers each year from around the world.
Business Situation

Paperwork surrounding routine business processes such as completing expense reports was eating into research time. Van Andel Institute wanted to streamline operational processes and expenses.
Solution

Van Andel used Microsoft® Office Professional 2007 to create automated, electronic forms and workflows for three key business processes. 
Benefits

· Ten-hour savings in expense-report processing
· Thirty percent faster new-hire processing
· Thirty percent reduction in lab request processing times
· Estimated annual IT savings of U.S.$50,000

	
	
	“Every hour spent moving paper around is an hour not spent finding cures. The more money we save on internal processes, the more we have to spend on helping people.”
Michael Roe, Manager of Applications and Systems, Van Andel Institute


	
	
	
	Employees and visiting researchers at the nonprofit Van Andel Institute (VAI) cancer research organization found themselves ensnarled in paperwork for everything from processing external lab requests to internal expense reports. Completing, routing, and correcting the myriad of forms robbed them of valuable time that should have been spent on research. IT staff picked three frequently used forms for use in a pilot project with Microsoft® Office Professional 2007. VAI created electronic forms and an automated workflow, both connected to team collaboration sites. The solution has reduced expense report processing from two days to two hours and new-employee processing from two weeks to three days, giving researchers more time to focus on finding cures. It has also improved the customer’s experience, enabling an easier, more consistent lab request process and faster turnaround times.
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Situation

The Van Andel Institute (VAI) focuses its biomedical research on cancer and Parkinson’s disease. VAI shares its research findings and unique facilities, such as its small animal facility, with the global research community and other labs.

While the business world is focused on time-to-market and profits, medical researchers are focused on time-to-discovery and progress toward cures. Researchers are concerned with completing projects before grant monies run out and moving on to the next phase of research. So in medical research, as in business, every minute counts.

VAI was losing precious hours every day to bureaucratic paperwork across the organization. “Every one of our business processes requires one or more forms, and our researchers were spending valuable time each day filling out and tracking those forms,” says Michael Roe, Manager of Applications and Systems for Van Andel Institute. Most forms were on the organization’s intranet as static documents that employees had to print, complete, and route manually.

For example, it took two weeks to process a newly hired employee, a procedure that included such paper-bound tasks as assigning the individual an office and computer account, setting network access privileges, and dealing with government paperwork if the individual was a foreign national. Visiting researchers often come to VAI to work on specific projects for just a few months. “In many cases, the two-week processing period constituted a significant chunk of the scientist’s research time,” Roe says.

Another time-intensive process was completing expense reports. Employees listed their expenses on spreadsheets and routed them manually for approval and signatures, a process that averaged two days. Not only did this delay the distribution of reimbursement checks to employees, but the organization had no way to respond to employees’ questions about the status of their expense reports because there was no way to track the forms throughout the process.

One process that affected customers was requesting lab services. To request lab work from VAI, a customer would download a lab project request form from the VAI Web site, fill it out, and either fax or mail it to VAI. Different VAI labs had different forms and processes, which was often confusing to customers and contributed to errors, reworking forms, and delays in providing services and getting results to customers.

“As a nonprofit, we’re even more eager than most businesses to squeeze out excess operational time and costs,” Roe says. “Every hour spent moving paper around is an hour not spent finding cures. The more money we save on internal processes, the more we have to spend on helping people.” 

Solution

The Van Andel Institute is a technology-adept organization accustomed to applying business-caliber solutions to medical research challenges. The organization’s IT vision calls for outfitting VAI with leading-edge storage, messaging, collaboration, and document-management capabilities as appropriate and affordable technologies become available.

For example, VAI already had a desktop computing environment based on Microsoft® Office Professional Edition 2003 and wanted to take advantage of its employees’ familiarity with those programs if it could. So when Microsoft made a beta version of the 2007 Microsoft Office system available, the organization jumped at the chance to create a pilot electronic forms solution using Microsoft Office SharePoint® Server 2007, the Microsoft Office InfoPath® 2007 information-gathering program, and Microsoft Office Forms Server 2007. 
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The organization uses the Lawson enterprise resource planning system and looked briefly at the Lawson portal offering; however, Roe decided that the Microsoft programs were a better fit for what VAI wanted to do. VAI worked with Microsoft Gold Certified Partner and National Systems Integrator NuSoft Solutions of Troy, Michigan, to move three of VAI’s most-used forms and associated business processes to the 2007 Microsoft Office release. If the results were positive, the organization would move other internal forms to the new technology.

Within three months, VAI and NuSoft Solutions had created electronic workflows for employee expense reporting, new-employee tracking, and lab project requests. The solution consists of Office InfoPath 2007–enabled forms hosted on Office Forms Server 2007, and an underlying Windows® Workflow Foundation–based workflow and document library. The Office 2007 programs run on the Microsoft Windows Server® 2003 operating system.

“The new Windows Workflow Foundation cut the workflow development in half,” says Ken Young, Vice President of Technology for NuSoft Solutions. “Since workflow is inherent in the Office 2007 programs, we’re able to manage how and where forms and reports are sent without spending the extra development effort that is normally required.”

The new lab project request process begins with customers visiting the VAI Web site and filling out an electronic lab project request form. The electronic form includes step-by-step instructions, prompts for required fields, logic to check for incomplete data, and digital signatures. Once the customer fills out the online form, Microsoft Office Forms Server 2007 submits it electronically to one of VAI’s Office SharePoint Server 2007 sites, and the correct VAI employee is notified that a new request has been added to the queue. 

The VAI employee opens the form, verifies that he or she can perform the work in the request, and then sets a status on the form, which, in turn, electronically notifies the customer that VAI has received the project request and will begin working on it. While VAI is performing the work, all appropriate electronic documents associated with the request are stored in an Office SharePoint Server 2007 document library. When the project work has been completed, VAI sends all of the documents to the customer in an e-mail message and then marks the project as complete.

The new expense reporting process has a similar workflow. An employee opens a form on the VAI intranet, records expenses, and digitally signs the expense report before submitting it. The system routes the form to the employee’s manager for review. The manager digitally signs the report and submits it to the Finance department, which takes the necessary steps to reimburse the employee for approved expenses. Employees receive e-mail notification that their expenses have been approved and sent to Finance for processing. If the manager rejects the expense report, the form is returned to the employee with the manager’s reasons for rejection, at which time the employee can review and edit the expenses and then resubmit the form for a second review.

Benefits

The successful pilot with Microsoft Office Professional 2007 has significantly reduced the time employees spend on forms and administrative business processes. This gives them more time to work on their research, increases the number of projects the Van Andel Institute can take on, and allows VAI to spend less on operational expenses and more on research.


Ten-Hour Savings in Expense Report Processing

The new, electronic expense report process has allowed VAI to compress a two-day process into two hours. “By streamlining expense reporting, we’ll be able to return hours each month to scientists, who are here to do medical research, not clerical work,” Roe says. “We’ll also be able to get checks to employees faster and track expense reports. Employees always want to know where their checks are, and now we can tell them precisely.”

“We really like how friendly the Office InfoPath 2007–based forms are,” adds Russell Vandermey, Systems Administrator for Van Andel Institute. “They’re easy for lab technicians to use. We also love the ability to use the forms over the Web, without special client software, since most of our employees and customers do not run InfoPath 2007 on their desktop computers.”

Thirty Percent Faster New-Employee Processing

The new-employee tracking system that VAI created with Office SharePoint Server 2007, Office InfoPath 2007, and Office Forms Server 2007 has helped VAI slash its new-employee processing time from two weeks to three or four days. 

“This new electronic process has greatly decreased the amount of time it takes for an employee to be hired, change departments, or leave VAI,” Roe says. “We’ve realized direct labor savings, too, but the main benefit is getting scientists in the door and on to productive work as soon as possible.”

When researchers leave VAI, their names and data often have remained in the internal systems for weeks, presenting problems ranging from intellectual property issues to the more mundane need to reassign their offices and phone numbers to incoming scientists. The new system will allow VAI to tie up all loose ends within a week of a researcher’s departure.

The electronic employee tracking system will also enable VAI to maintain its high-growth trajectory without stumbling. “We are slated to grow from 250 to approximately 750 employees over the next five years,” Roe says. “This system will enable that growth and reduce the need to hire additional Human Resources personnel.”

Thirty Percent Reduction in Lab Request Processing Time

VAI is just rolling out the automated lab request process, but early use has demonstrated a 30 percent reduction in the administrative time needed to process each request—from 90 to 30 minutes. In addition to shortening the time staff used to spend printing, populating, and routing paper forms, VAI anticipates increased accuracy, due to user-prompting and field-checking features of Office InfoPath 2007. This will contribute to less reworking of requests and faster delivery of lab work to customers. 

“We want to make it easy for our customers to do business with us while streamlining labor-intensive processes on our end,” Roe says. “Ultimately, we’d like to offer customers a complete self-service Web capability, where they can fill out lab request forms online and also find out where their requests are in our workflow.” 

Estimated Annual IT Savings of U.S.$50,000

Users of the new electronic forms are excited about the possibilities. “We’ve already received dozens of additional form requests from users who are seeing the initial capabilities,” Roe says. “We see the potential for implementing common workflows across the organization using Office 2007 programs. This will streamline operational processes and costs across the board and cause quality to go way up.”

The work required to extend automated forms and workflow across the organization will be minimal, thanks to the ease with which VAI can “clone” Office InfoPath 2007–based forms. “We’ll use the first forms and workflows we’ve developed as templates and be able to pop out others in cookie-cutter fashion,” Vandermey says. “We estimate savings of approximately $50,000 in the first year alone by being able to develop forms ourselves rather than subcontracting the development work.”

Even better, users ultimately will be able to generate their own forms using Office InfoPath 2007 rather than asking the IT staff to create them. The IT department will only have to apply workflow and merge documents.


Microsoft Office System
The Microsoft Office system is the business world’s chosen environment for information work, providing the programs, servers, and services that help you succeed by transforming information into impact. 

For more information about the Microsoft Office system, go to: 

www.microsoft.com/office
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For More Information


For more information about Microsoft products and services, call the Microsoft Sales Information Center at (800) 426-9400. In Canada, call the Microsoft Canada Information Centre at (877) 568-2495. Customers who are deaf or hard-of-hearing can reach Microsoft text telephone (TTY/TDD) services at (800) 892-5234 in the United States or (905) 568-9641 in Canada. Outside the 50 United States and Canada, please contact your local Microsoft subsidiary. To access information using the World Wide Web, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.microsoft.com" �www.microsoft.com�





For more information about NuSoft Solutions products and services, call (248) 813-7200 or visit the Web site at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nusoftsolutions.com" �www.nusoftsolutions.com�





For more information about Van Andel Institute products and services, call (616) 234-5000 or visit the Web site at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.vai.org" �www.vai.org�











“We are slated to grow from 250 to approximately 750 employees over the next five years. This system will enable that growth and reduce the need to hire additional Human Resources personnel.”





Michael Roe, Manager of Applications and Systems, Van Andel Institute











“By streamlining expense reporting, we’ll be able to return hours each month to scientists, who are here to do medical research, not clerical work.”





Michael Roe, Manager of Applications and Systems, Van Andel Institute





























