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Drive for continuous improvement

Shell Global Solutions’ motto is a simple one, “Almost 
anything can be improved.” Ultimately, that is the aim of all 
business—to keep delivering better products and services for 
society and to operate more effective and efficient organisa-
tions. But the vexing question is: How is it achieved in the 
real world? 

The difficulty facing many businesses in the hydrocarbon 
processing sector is in implementation where so much of Shell 
Global Solutions’ experience lies.

“Answering questions, such as where are we going wrong and 
what needs to change, is usually the easy bit.” says Pieter van 
Gerven, Centre of Excellence Leader at Shell Global Solutions’ 
Opportunity Confirmation Programme (OCP).

“The tough bit is making it happen in the real world and that 
is where many companies often struggle,” he adds. “We adopt 
an ‘integrated approach’ where Shell Global Solutions and the 
client work together to design an holistic business improvement 
programme.”

Shell Global Solutions’ approach is based on the idea that the 
‘hard’ parts—assets, machinery, plant, etc.—of the hydrocarbon 
processing business cannot be reviewed in isolation. Functional 
and technical excellence is vital; but 
organisational and leadership effective-
ness must be considered as well. Sus-
tainable improvement of any business 
demands this twin-track approach. 

Shell Global Solutions has wide 
ranging expertise in both areas. The 
technical expertise and the know-
how are often used to improve the 
way organisations are managed by merging functional and 
organisational excellence to become a world-class organisa-
tion.”

“Ultimately, this approach has delivered great value for money 
to Shell businesses and a range of other organisations, both in the 
state and private sector” adds Rik Gierman, Shell Global Solu-
tions’ Global Consultancy Manager. 

“Annual benefits up to $100 million are not uncommon after 
two or three years of pursuing the OCP route to continuous 
improvement. There is no great secret. The potential for improve-
ment is always there; you just have to know where to look—a 
process we call ‘making more of what you’ve got’,” adds Mr. Gier-
man.

Crucial to continuous improvement is reviewing existing assets 
and searching for ways in which to make them world-class per-
formers. Too often, at the refineries that Shell Global Solutions 
is consulting with, there is all this knowledge and experience and 
it’s not being used at all, or only parts of such information is being 
applied.

The key to searching for improvement is striving to unlock this 
potential. The OCP works with clients to unlock their potential 
in a number of ways.

First, the business as a whole is examined under the micro-
scope to measure actual performance against what it could 
have been, given the quality of the organisation’s employees 

and other assets. Areas are identified where the gaps are small, 
along with areas where the gaps are large. From this, changes 
requiring low investment, but that can deliver early wins, are 
proposed.

Overall, a results-driven philosophy—which considers the 
sensitivities and uncertainties of human behaviour—is adopted, 
rather than an activity-centred approach. And, throughout the 
process, the financial case for change is constantly emphasised.

The OCP helps businesses formulate an integrated busi-
ness improvement programme (BIP); this builds on the short-
term improvements to create momentum and sustained posi-
tive change. An executive steering team usually takes charge 
of the BIP. Crucially, both Shell Global Solutions’ advisors 
and senior executives from the client organisation are part 
of this team.

“The benefits of this are enormous,” adds Mr. Gierman. “But 
it’s only achieved by Shell Global Solutions working as a team 
with the organisation. Our experience has shown that this helps 
create more ownership on the ground—and this is crucial for 
success. It also helps make these changes sustainable by combin-
ing, and leveraging in, the collective knowledge, experience and 

expertise of everyone involved.”
Teamwork is central to the success of the 

integrated BIP, which Shell Global Solu-
tions is currently working on at the Petro-
leum Company of Trinidad and Tobago 
(Petrotrin). 

“The example of Petrotrin is typical of 
the way Shell Global Solutions works when 
it comes to business improvement,” says Mr. 

van Gerven. “Delivery of the programme is a joint effort—with 
a taskforce of Petrotrin employees governing the implementation 
process, supported by key specialists from Shell. These specialists 
are available to help steer the taskforce through the complex pro-
cess of change—delivering full-time project support, leadership/
business coaching and performance management.”

The breadth of areas covered by the programme is also typical. 
Almost every aspect of the business—including asset integrity 
and reliability, hydrocarbon management, operational excellence, 
supply-chain management, health, safety and environment, and 
organisational change management—are brought within its 
scope.

Mr. van Gerven adds, “In order to optimise economic returns, 
we tailored the programme to meet the client’s operational 
needs and to identify ways in which the company’s capabili-
ties and skills could be enhanced so that the improvements are 
sustained.”

He says, “Ultimately, what this programme delivered for 
Petrotrin can also be delivered for other companies in the hydro-
carbon processing sector—quantifiable and tangible benefits that 
support operational performance targets are achieved in line with 
the organisation’s strategic goals.” 

“The bottom line is this—financial benefits can be achieved 
by adopting this approach. It’s tried and tested; it’s been shown to 
work time and time again.”  

Information drawn from the experiences of participants in Shell’s 
benchmarking programme allows performance to be tracked against 
carefully selected industry benchmarks, thus providing a vital tool for 
making comparisons with current performance. 

Presently, Shell Global Solutions’ benchmarking group has pro-
vided a comparison of operational performance for 80 refineries, 10 
liquefied natural gas (LNG) plants, 40 LNG ships, 12 gas plants and 
120 upstream production facilities. These, including joint venture and 
non-Shell participants, have gained a valuable external perspective of 
their businesses.

Using these benchmarks, companies can identify opportunities to 
improve their performance—and embark on creating more value in 
their business. 

“Why reinvent the wheel?” asks Diederick Bax, Business Develop-
ment Director at Shell Global Solutions. “When, instead, you can learn 
from other people’s experiences and successes and from how they have 
found out what to do, and maybe what not to do as well.”

Any participation in this pool of experience is done on a confidential 
basis and is fully compliant with competition and anti-trust law regula-
tions. Sites are invited to submit data monthly, quarterly or annually, 
which enables key performance indicators to be calculated and then used 
to compare one operation with another. 

Alternatively, one-off benchmarking exercises are carried out 
as part of an Opportunity Confirmation Programme (OCP) that 
directly links the benchmarking with Shell’s business improvement 
programme (BIP). 

The OCP conducts a structured review, using a team comprised of 
participants from the customer and Shell Global Solutions. This team 
identifies opportunities for improvement. Later, the opportunities are 
ranked to identify “low-hanging fruit” and to determine what efforts 
require a longer-term approach.

The BIP is based on the outcome from the OCP, and it aims to 
deliver on selected opportunities identified with the OCP through struc-
tured and joint engagement by the customer and Shell Global Solutions. 
During this programme, Shell Global Solutions supports creating the 
required capabilities within the customer’s organisation.

“Benchmarking is, above all else, about sharing ‘lessons learned’ and 
about recognising that any identified performance gaps need to be seen 
as opportunities to improve,” says Mr. Bax. 

“It’s one of the key steps that a business in this sector must take if 
it is to succeed. In a world where resources are scarce and shareholders 
expect their money’s worth, benchmarking will support those who 
are looking to improve. More importantly, benchmarking will assist 
in prioritising the gaps and thus in deciding how to move forward,” 
according to Mr. Bax.

One company looking to make such a move was Statoil, a major sup-
plier of natural gas in Europe and a leading global crude oil producer. The 
company commissioned a benchmarking study to explore improvement 
opportunities in response to gas price spikes caused by tight demand at 
the Kollsnes gas treatment plant in Norway. Although the study revealed 
a good cost-per-standard-cubic-metre ratio, potential for improvement 
was identified in the cost-per-complexity factor and maintenance costs.

“The way we approached the benchmarking study at Statoil was 
typical of the way we work in this area,” he says. “The client’s opera-
tional effectiveness was put under the microscope, and its performance 

was then compared with the industry benchmarks that we (Shell) have 
established. This enables you to assess where the company is underper-
forming and provides you with the basis on which to improve. 

Statoil also illustrates the importance of what the benchmarking study 
led on to—the response which then emerged.”

Specifically, the company commissioned Shell Global Solutions to 
conduct an asset management improvement study. It involved close 
cooperation between Statoil and Shell staff members to raise plant reli-
ability and availability, and reduce maintenance costs. 

All aspects of the facility operations are rigorously analysed under the 
benchmarking programme including health and safety, personnel, asset 
management, operating costs, asset utilisation and availability, produc-
tion, and energy and environmental impact. Consultants help quantify 
any performance gaps, and, from there, confirmation of the potential 
value and prioritisation can begin.

“This crucial next step involves leveraging on the experience of other 
discipline specialists within the Shell Global Solutions organisation, 
says Mr. Bax. “These specialists can help establish how best to respond 
to benchmarking results. This is what sets us apart really—we have 
the people on the ground to actively support customers in closing the 
gaps identified in benchmarking, and to help them develop a deeper 
analysis of operational performance. And that is vital if improvements 
are to be sustainable. Crucially, these are much more than ‘desktop’ 
specialists—they are subject-matter specialists with a proven operational 
track record.” 

Sustainable improvements in business performance and opera-
tional excellence can therefore be achieved in a range of areas across 
the organisation.

“For example, operating costs, energy consumption and hydrocar-
bon losses can usually all be reduced once these have been identified 
by benchmarking as areas requiring improvement,” says Mr. Bax. 
“Similarly, benchmarking can identify opportunities to improve in the 
area of occupational health, safety and environmental performance, 
plant reliability and asset utilisation—and therefore refinery margins. 
Overall, it can mean enhanced business focus and, ultimately, the 
creation of a more effective organisation.”

For example, the structured work processes and successful industry 
practices, which were introduced following the benchmarking study, 
have enabled Kollsnes to become one of Statoil’s leading facilities. 

Nils Halland, Site Manager at Kollsnes, says, “Our operations and 
maintenance functions now support our business processes. Previously, 
responsibilities were scattered, and there was no clear accountability. We 
knew from the start that there was room for improvement, but the results 
of this project have exceeded our expectations.”

Mr. Bax concludes, “It’s really important that the information 
obtained by a benchmarking programme can be used by the client, and 
we work hard to help ensure that it happens.

The strength of our offerings in the field of benchmarking stems ulti-
mately from the cumulative experience that we (Shell) have gained from 
many years of operating in the oil and gas industry. This experience and 
knowledge allows us to propose pragmatic gap closure approaches.”

“Using this as a starting point, we are able to deliver a methodology 
for the client to monitor current performance levels and compare them 
against established peers. From there, it’s about ensuring that improve-
ments are delivered—and that they are sustainable.”  
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