
CASE STUDY

Automating routine business processes, like 
membership renewals and event registrations, is 
standard procedure for associations. But some 
processes are so complex, they seem to defy 
automation. The continuing education course 
approval process at the American Association of 
Nurse Anesthetists (AANA) was one such beast. 

AANA’s Continuing Education (CE) staff uses this 
rigorous application process to review and approve
courses offered by external organizations to nurse 
anesthetists for CE credit. “After implementing 
Aptify, this was one of the last business processes 
to automate and move online,” said Rebecca 
Headrick, Application Development Manager at 
AANA. “Building this application was something we 
always wanted to do but we knew it would be an 
intensely technical challenge.”

This CE approval process is complicated because 
each type of course has its own application 
form and set of requirements. The challenge for 
Rebecca’s team was translating these many forms 

and requirements into an online, automated tool. 
“We delayed moving forward on the CE Portal 
project until we were confident we had the skill 
set to tackle such a complicated process touching 
constituents beyond our membership,” she said. 

Trust is a mandatory ingredient for 
complex collaborative projects.
In some associations, the IT staff are seen as 
dream-killers or obstructionists, but not at AANA. 
“We’re fortunate to have good relationships with our 
colleagues partly because we don’t automatically 
nix their ideas,” Headrick said. AANA staff see the 
IT department as a strategic partner. Because the 
IT team is included in technology discussions from 
the start, they hear emerging ideas, ask probing 
questions, and suggest novel solutions. They also 
help staff make better decisions about investing 
limited resources.

At first, everyone, including the IT department, 
wondered whether it was even possible for them to 
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“But, by the time our team was ready to take on this project, the CE team had seen our 
success creating solutions for other departments. They were willing to partner with us 
and trust us with one of their most important workflows.” 

—Rebecca Headrick, Application Development Manager

deliver an automated tool that covered every detail 
and nuance of the complex application process. 
“But, by the time our team was ready to take on this 
project, the CE team had seen our success creating 
solutions for other departments. They were willing 
to partner with us and trust us with one of their 
most important workflows,” Headrick said.

Take a methodical and inclusive 
approach to requirements.
The requirements-gathering process is one of the 
most critical factors affecting a technology project’s 
success, but it’s often given short shrift. Not at 
AANA. Building the requirements for the CE Portal 
took more than a year. Headrick said, “We learned 
every little last bit about their existing process 
until we were confident we understood what they 
needed.” 

To successfully identify requirements, AANA 
followed these guidelines:

 Include as many people as possible in 
requirements-gathering meetings but designate 
only one spokesperson for each stakeholder 
group.

  Don’t neglect any stakeholder group. “If we had 
interviewed a few course providers, we would 
have identified issues early on that we had to 
tweak after the launch,” Headrick said.

  Be methodical. Make sure you fully understand 
every aspect of the existing process before 
moving into development. Document and 
illustrate the entire process so everyone can 
examine it and point out gaps.

  Jot down ideas for improving the process as 
they occur but keep your focus on listening to 
users talking about the process as is.

Know how to translate needs into 
requirements.
Users speak one language, developers speak 
another. “It’s critical to have someone on the team 
who has one foot in the process and one foot in the 
technology, so they can act as a bridge between 
both sides,” said Headrick. Ideally, this person—
during this project, it was Headrick—understands 
the process and the reasoning behind it, but doesn’t 
have emotional ties to it.

Headrick’s team also had the help of a consultant 
who was familiar with Aptify and skilled at asking 
the right questions and translating needs into 
requirements. “It’s one thing to have a developer 
who can execute. It’s even better to have a 
developer who’s skilled in business analysis,” she 
said. “That’s a gem, and hard to come by!”

The impossible comes to life. 

Flash forward 18 months: the complex CE approval 
process is fully automated. Instead of paper forms 
and PDFs going back and forth by mail, fax, and 
email, the new process goes like this:

  Using the online CE Portal, the course provider 
fills in the application and pays the fee.

  The CE team reviews the information and uses 
the tool’s messaging template to communicate 
with the provider about any missing information.

  Once approved, the course is created in AANA’s 
association management system (Aptify) 
and a confirmation email with the course’s ID 
number is automatically generated and sent to 
the provider. “That’s my favorite feature at the 
moment—it’s all automatically generated, saving 
so much time,” said Ann Carlson, Continuing 
Education Manager at AANA.
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  When the course is finished, the provider 
uploads an Excel file to report the students’ CE 
credits. The credits are automatically recorded in 
the student’s AANA CE Transcript.

Before the CE Portal was launched, course providers 
filled in a form with the name, id number, and credits 
earned for each participant, often 500 or more for 
each course. AANA staff then manually entered that 
information into each person’s profile—a process 
that previously could take up to five business 
days. Now the same process is completed by the 
course provider in less than an hour. “The CE Portal 
changed our lives,” Carlson said.

With more than 1000 applications a year, it was a 
“Herculean effort” to find the physical space for and 
manage all that documentation. 

“Everything is quicker and more organized now,” 
Carlson said. “When I have to look up information, I 
do it with a few clicks instead of getting up, walking 
over to one of the file cabinets, and looking through 
folders for the right id number.” 

Allow transition time and expect to make 
adjustments.
When implementing technology, Headrick advises 
easing users into the transition. AANA still accepts 
paper applications during its 10-month transition to 
going fully online. However, 80% of applications are 
already being submitted through the CE Portal. 

“Now that we’re in phase II of the project, we’re 
learning about issues we hadn’t originally addressed 
and making improvements to the system,”Headrick 
said. Carlson continued, “There’s always room for 
improvement with technology. It’s a good tool now, 
but, because of the tweaks Rebecca’s team is making 
based on feedback from us and from the users, it’s on 
its way to becoming an even better tool.”

Ease people through change with 
patience and empathy.
Although the CE staff and many course providers 
were eager to move away from the laborious, paper-
based process, not everyone has been receptive to 
change. “Most of our providers think the Portal is 
the best thing ever, but others prefer using paper 
forms the way they’ve been doing it since the 
inception of the CE program in 1978,” Carlson said.

“During any implementation, you have to understand 
how well both back-end users like staff and front-
end users like course providers will feel about the 
transition to new processes,” Headrick said. Many 
variables affect user onboarding, for example, their 
technical ability, workplace culture, and feelings 
about change. 

Carlson advised anyone going through a system 
implementation to be patient and open to change. 
Allow plenty of time to learn the new system, train
users, and report feedback. “Expect this phase of 
the project to go on much longer than you’d expect,” 

AANA’s CE Portal brings new life to an old process. 
Here is what the CE Team sees on their end. 
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she said. Many factors can affect the timeline, for 
example, the number of staff working on the project 
and other demands on their time. 

“A new process like this is time-consuming because 
it involves a lot of training,” Carlson said. “We first 
had to learn how to use the system ourselves and 
get used to the new process.” The CE staff’s training 
resources included documentation, Q&A sessions, 
and individual coaching from the IT team.

Then, the CE staff had to teach their users how 
to use the new system. “We still do a lot of 
handholding over the phone,” Carlson said. The 
most effective way she found to train users is to 
log in using their credentials so she can see what 
they’re seeing and talk them through the process.

“Hats off to our IT team for developing this tool,” 
Carlson said. “There must have been a trillion 
details in the coding.” Throughout a technology 
project, details determine its success. During 
requirements meetings with stakeholders, share 
as much detail as possible about processes with 
your business analyst or IT team. Details also 
make a difference during the onboarding phase: 
pay attention to little signs of resistance and 
issues that need tweaking.

Headrick calls the CE Portal her team’s “biggest 
achievement.” AANA’s IT team succeeded because 
they were trusted by their colleagues to truly listen, 
understand their needs, and present the right 
solution, even if that solution involved a trillion 
details.

No more paper! Here is the interface an AANA member would see when they 
are applying for CE courses. 
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