[Intro Music]

Samantha: 
Samantha:
I'm Samantha Lewis, here to introduce our latest podcast. Our hosts today are Barry Render, author of the number one operations management title on the market, and Misty Blessley, professor of supply chain at West Virginia University.  Today, Barry and Misty will be interviewing Bryan Hartling, Senior Program and Project Manager at Verizon.

Barry:
Thanks, Samantha, for the introduction. Bryan, welcome to the podcast, and Misty, thanks for setting this up. I know you and Bryan have known each other for a couple years, so it's great to have you with us today, Bryan. Welcome. 

Bryan Hartling:
Thank you, and it is great to be here. Very excited.

Barry:
Good. You've had a great background. You've been with, I think you were with,
CenturyLink for 8 years, you've been with Verizon for over 9 years, you have a doctorate in business from Temple University, you have a master's from University of Central Florida here in Orlando.  So you've had a great career. Tell us a little bit about your work experience that led you to Verizon.

Bryan Hartling:
So, my career with Verizon kind of evolved naturally over, over decades, actually. I started with telecommunications, working for CenturyLink, which is now a different company altogether. But I started doing customer service, sales and care conversations. And through that, I worked through, getting a bachelor's degree, I worked through my master's degree, so I've always been hand-in-hand, both education and career.

And it's kind of built me into this hybrid academic practitioner that I am today. I've spent years inside these big companies actually working with AI and studying how it shapes the way people work.

Barry:
That's great. You’ve been on the job with Horizon for a while. You just, recently…
had a, a tech expo. You've been getting into AI. He's booked 1,300 people at that. What was all that about?

Bryan Hartling:
AI… so, Verizon has a mandate to become an AI-first company, and this was an opportunity for me to demonstrate some of the principles that I've been developing through research at an audience, and deliver it through
the Tech Expo, which is a… it actually got rebranded to AI Unlocked. It's a initiative within the organization to share these knowledge, to build momentum, and to show some use cases of how we can incorporate artificial intelligence in our day-to-day work.
Phenomenal experience, really well received.

Misty Blessley:
Bryan, I know that you and AI go way back, not just, say, for the past couple of years. You were telling me before about a situation where Verizon was looking to have 95% of the population to be within… I'm gonna say it was about 15 minutes of a retail location.
When was that project, and can you tell us about it? 

Bryan Hartling:
Oh, I love this, yeah. So, back in 2019, I relocated from Orlando, Florida, to Basking Ridge, New Jersey, to be part of a distribution strategy team. And we had this massive five-pillar retail distribution initiative that had a goal of, one, cutting $100 million out of our retail distribution cost structure, but also simultaneously ensuring that 95% of the U.S. population remained within that 30 minutes of a physical brand touchpoint.

This was really kind of the first real machine learning project that I was attached to.  To solve this, we had to kind of right-size our entire distribution fleet. And that meant looking at our physical distribution footprint, and assessing the balance of direct retail, stores that we own and operate, as well as indirect retail, things like third-party partners that are licensed and authorized to represent Verizon versus digital channel, which was a completely different beast altogether. And all of these had wildly different unit economics, right? Customer acquisition costs.

So we stood up a cross-functional team of over 30 people plus consultants to tackle this.
And then right after we got some momentum, COVID-19 hit, so it was quite the experience, you know, cutting my teeth.

Misty Blessley:
That's awesome. I think a lot of people don't think about AI pre-COVID, so… but now you're a member of the Transformational Command Center, and you are part of 12 different work streams using AI. Can you give us some examples of how you achieve success in those work streams?

Bryan Hartling:
So, we have 12 different verticals. It's actually 10 verticals, and then 2 that span all of the different work streams. And the key here is tying together all of those work streams into a cohesive narrative, right?
For example, one of them is end-to-end simplification. Well, end-to-end simplification, making everybody's jobs easier using artificial intelligence, while the vertical is standalone, the… it has impacts on all the other work streams, and to kind of bring that into a cohesive, uniform narrative, we have a change management workstream that spans everything.
And that's really how it ties together and keeps everything nice and cohesive throughout the journey.

Misty Blessley:
Can you tell us about what you did in that procurement space? For example, I know that you had mentioned retrieval augmented generation.

Bryan Hartling:
Verizon's a really large organization.  And anytime that you have purchased something, it has to go through a layer of bureaucracy, right? Let's say you're buying, you know, a laptop.
You have to navigate resellers, like SHI, or finding the right funding code, routing through budget codes, getting the finance approval, getting a purchase request generated, waiting for an IT ticket. And it can be a painful process at times, and sometimes employees get creative in
How they fulfill that.

And that creates shadow processes, things like, you know, just going out and putting it on a corporate credit card and then expensing it later.  So, a colleague of mine talked… we talked through this, and he created… it started with a chatbot.  
And that chatbot evolved as the tools… as the artificial intelligence tools evolved as well, right? So we started using Gemini models and custom vertex AI pipelines, and that gave us the capacity and the data at scale to address complex business logic. 

It ingests something like 87,000 contract documents, standard operating procedures, statements of work, which allowed us to create Penny, our chat with Spend.
Penny ingested something like $100 billion in line item spend.  And then every single historical purchase down to the individual line item, down to the penny was searchable and understandable by our AI.

Which allowed us to eventually graduate to an Agentic model that operates behind the scenes. So when a user asks for a laptop it goes through the inventory, it matches the request to the contract, it prioritizes the spend, it shifts the order to the pre-negotiated catalog so that we don't have this off-the-book spend. It allowed us to create this golden rule for user interface, which was the human should never actually see the AI doing its work.  To the employee, it just feels like a magical, frictionless, you know, form that guides them to the outcome that they need.

Misty Blessley:
Awesome. So, Bryan, when we were talking earlier, you mentioned a large business intelligence consolidation you worked on, and I know that was quite an accomplishment for you. We'd love to have you share that story. Can you share it with our listeners?
Bryan Hartling:
I would love to. Verizon, over the decades, has accumulated a massive business intelligence toolset.  It's over 28 different tools, a huge amount of spend, there's a lot of redundancy and overlap.  And we were asked to stand up an initiative that would consolidate this, right? Let's shrink our footprint to the most directionally relevant tools
And then let's downsize our footprint in other ones. We want to control costs, but maintain the capabilities that have made us successful.

We had a really robust but tight project team, because it was kind of a sense of conversation. There's a lot of organizational resistance when people think that their tools that they've built a career using could go away.  So we wanted to avoid those islands of resistance right away.

During the process, we had this massive inventory. We identified a need to migrate from Tool A to Tool B, and to accelerate that we engaged some third-party vendors. They had tools that they could use to help us accelerate migrating to reduce the overall burden. I want to say it was about a 40% reduction per workbook, in the hours that it took to move from System A to System B.

While we were negotiating these contracts, it occurred to me that this isn't really a technology problem, it's a language translation problem.  And artificial intelligence is fantastic at translating English to Spanish, right? It's a language translation.

So I asked one of the directors that I was on the project with, I was like, hey, give me a couple of days to work on this, I've got an idea that I think will pan out. I created a retrieval augmented generation that translated. It took the extracted workbooks from System A,
It wrote it as structured data in JSON format. It then ingested it into a RAG system that recompiled all those different components into LookML, which was the direction that we were going in.  So it allowed us to very quickly bypass the need for this tool. We had gotten all the approvals necessary to sign off on this $1.5 million contract because it was going to generate $2.5 million in labor savings.

But because this… this prototype that I created was able to achieve a very similar
amount of acceleration, we halted the contract, and we pivoted to full-time development of the tool.  And then, at the end of the day, we had a bespoke native capability that was specific to Verizon and our needs.  That allowed us to accelerate. It actually exceeded more than the 40% that the off-the-shelf tool generated. It allowed us to achieve 60-80% acceleration in some cases by, you know, taking Verizon's very specific needs into context.

And then, last I left off, the development team was looking into using it for multiple different types of BI tools to migrate over.

Misty Blessley:
And perfectly tailored to your needs, that's awesome.,

Barry:
Let me… I'm really curious, Bryan, about your opinion. You've been in AI a long time. How do you think AI is going to change jobs and the job market?

Bryan Hartling:
Oh, this is… this is a question that comes up a lot. Everybody is terrified of artificial intelligence displacement, and I think it's a legitimate, genuine concern, right? My research shows that when you think of the career ladder the rungs that AI allows you to compress the rungs at the top of your career, right? It gives you so many more capabilities, so many augmented, avenues to pursue that you can be an expert in just about anything very quickly, augmented by AI. 

But at the same time, it automates a lot of the fundamental work that new employees take
To build experience, to gain organizational context, to work their way up in the corporate hierarchy.

And that's a legitimate concern, and it's not just a concern for job displacement for individuals, but it's a genuine risk to organizational pipeline development, right? Your leaders of tomorrow are sourced from your new hires today. You train them on the roles, they move through the organization learning the context, they learn the organizational behaviors, the norms, and without those entry-level positions organizations are at a genuine risk. They're gonna have to go outside to procure their talent at a much higher cost.

I think that a lot of the organizational announcements that you see today of, hey, we're downsizing because of artificial intelligence is less to do with AI today, and more to do with
previous management decisions that have to be rationalized.

I certainly hope we don't see any major labor implications down the road. I think that as long as we manage this responsibly and ethically, that there's a road to really robust AI augmented employee bases.

Barry:
We absolutely hope that you're right. What about software as a service? Do you see that industry changing?

Bryan Hartling:
There could be huge impacts to software as a service. AI is really great at creating tools on the fly, which is what I've been doing at scale at Verizon recently, is just rapid prototyping different software-as-a-service solutions. In my doctoral program, I used a statistical suite to do all my analysis.  

And I recall during one of my advanced statistics classes, a tool, but I couldn't remember what it was called. And I went to one of the AI tools, and I was like, hey, listen, I'm in SPSS, can you help me?  Where is this tool in the user interface? And it told me exactly… it walked me through the entire user interface, how to execute the, the analysis.  

And then I asked it, hey, just go ahead and do the analysis for me, because I wanted to compare, you know, kind of like an A-B test.  And it came up with the exact same solution that this very expensive $1100 a year software program did for me.
That's powerful, right? A $20 a month subscription has now displaced an $1100 a year subscription.  I think we're gonna see a lot more of that.  And if… SaaS providers don't have durable, entrenched moats where they can survive this kind of apocalyptic narrative, then they're at significant risk.

Barry:
I agree. Some tremendous points you made today. I want to thank you, and thank Misty so much, Bryan, for joining us today. We loved your insights.

Bryan Hartling:
Thank you very much for having me on today.  Please feel free to reach out to me on LinkedIn.

[Outro Music]

