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I n p u t s  a n d  O u t p u t s  

Wherever something happens, it requires 

inputs, and produces outputs. These inputs and 

outputs are normally of four types: Materials, 

Services, Information and Direction. 

This can be readily seen in the table. 

In each case, the person carrying out an 

activity is totally reliant on the inputs for 

success. As with computers, the GIGO rule 

applies: "Garbage In, Garbage Out!" It is the 

quality of these inputs that determines how 

successful the activity will be. The materials 

and services must be adequate, serviceable, 

correct in quantity and timely; the information 

and direction must be complete, clear, 

appropriate and accurate. 

I n t e r n a l  S u p p l i e r s  a n d  
C u s t o m e r s  

For all these inputs there are suppliers—those 

who provide the materials or services, and pass 

on the information and direction. And in 

addition, there are customers: those who use 

the outputs of the activity.  

For an organisation to operate successfully, all 

activities must identify who their customers 

are, what are their needs, and then work in 

such a way as to meet them. Equally, activities 

should identify their suppliers, and 

communicate their needs to them. 

This is called "The Customer-Supplier 

Model", and can be seen in diagram below. 

Just as the quality of a finished product is 

defined by the extent to which it fills the 

customer's needs, so the quality of an activity 

is defined by the extent to which it fills the 

needs of the next process—the customer. A 

component that needs to be modified in some 

way, or a misleading piece of information, is 

just as serious a problem as a finished product 

that must be repaired. 

A c t i v i t y  R e l a t i o n s h i p s  

An activity may be a supplier to more than one 

other activity, and each has its own unique 

requirements. Equally, an activity may be a 

customer of, as well as a supplier to, one 

activity. This occurs, for example, when 

information must be fed back to the originator. 

Eg: A hotel receptionist takes a room service 

order for coffee without asking how the guest 

wants it (black or white, filter or espresso, 

normal or decaffeinated, etc). Room service 

must therefore increase its workload by 

checking what the guest wants. Reception 

supplies room service with the information of 

what the guest wants. Because of this failure, 

however, room service should advise reception 

W h o  I s  T h e  C u s t o m e r ?  
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that not enough information was 

provided, and what information 

they need. 

U s i n g  t h e  C u s t o m e r -
S u p p l i e r  M o d e l  

To fully map out the customer-

supplier relationships within an 

organisation would be an immense 

and daunting task, and is 

fortunately not necessary. Instead, 

each activity should clarify its 

needs with its suppliers and seek 

from its customers details of what 

they need. This provides a means 

to satisfy everyone’s needs, and 

ensure the smooth operation of all 

activities. 

In the same way that a company 

will provide it's suppliers with 

complete information on its needs, 

so a department can give it's 

internal suppliers a complete description of 

what it needs. It can also, proactively, discuss 

with it's internal customers exactly what they 

require. As a result, everyone's jobs are made 

easier, and the result—what the external 

customer sees—is provided more consistently 

and at lower cost. 

 

 

Examples of Inputs and Outputs 

 Activities 

Items Painting Writing Cheque 

Materials Paint Cheque Book, 

Pens 

Services Water Supply Light 

Information  Instructions Invoice 

Inputs 

Direction Decoration Plan Guilt 

Materials Painted Room Cheque 

Services N/A Payment 

Information  Experience Payee, Amount 

Outputs 

Direction N/A Authority to 

Transfer Funds 

A ship in harbour is safe - 

but that is not what ships are 

for.  

(John A. Shedd) 


