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FASTER  
VALUE STREAM 
MAPS
Diagramming the entire universe 
slows your organization down

BY TERENCE T. BURTON 



46  Industrial	Engineer

Value stream mapping is one of 
the simplest and most useful continuous 
improvement tools. But many organiza-
tions are not getting the value they deserve 
from their VSM efforts. Often these initia-
tives begin without any clear end objectives 
in mind other than let’s document our 
processes and find our waste. In too many 
instances, the process of producing the 
VSM of the entire universe takes the place 
of what should be the original objective: 
continuous improvement and solving 
business problems. 

The intentions of everyone are great, and 
the power of VSM itself means that some 
efforts discover significant improvement 
opportunities. However, organizations can 
achieve much more value with an acceler-
ated and targeted approach. 

The current state
Before we discuss accelerated value stream 
mapping, let’s examine how many organi-
zations currently practice the art of VSM. 
Many invest significant time, resources 
and cost in value stream mapping their 
processes. The intentions are noble, but the 
traditional VSM process is often an overkill, 
or at least it’s interpreted that way by inex-
perienced consultants, trainers and internal 
practitioners. Why does this VSM hysteria 
happen?

For one, the basic mechanics of value 
stream mapping are simple and appear 
to be accessible to the uninitiated masses. 
Organizations adapt this tool and set out 
to map the entire organization, mimick-
ing academic references or the surface level 
efforts of Toyota and other organizations as 
a cure-all for their operational inefficiencies. 
Call this “yellow brick road” improvement, 
where if you follow the mechanics and 
chant the VSM mantra, the results eventu-
ally occur. 

Another example where inexperience 
misses the mark is 5S, where sometimes 
practitioners label everything, includ-
ing, believe it or not, men’s and women’s 

restroom fixtures. The old standard line 
of “follow the process and the results will 
come” is an oversimplification. Improve-
ment is just not that easy; to succeed and 
be continuous, it requires deliberate actions 
and interventions above and beyond 
process documentation.

Second, too many practitioners with 
limited business process knowledge and 
practical experience mentor organizations 
on the rigid vanilla mechanics of VSM. In 
some situations, a year’s worth of work with 
lean practitioners or consultants results in 
nothing more than entire walls of incorrect 
and nonactionable diagrams and charts. 

In one organization, the improvement 
team leader explained the value stream map 
while describing all of the nonstandardized 
practices, procedures and workarounds 
not on the map. As we talked further, she 
removed, wrote on and repositioned sticky 
notes saying, “This doesn’t really work like 
that.” 

Then she showed off the team’s improve-
ment punch list, which included purchasing 
more printers and fax machines, turning up 
the office heat, eliminating the distribution 
of a few document copies, buying more 
comfortable chairs, better communication, 
more raises, flexible work hours, new report 
requests from IT, and many other changes 
that would not influence strategic and 
operational performance much. After all, 
the real value from value stream mapping 
comes from repeatable, validated successes.

And VSM has been introduced as a 
lengthy process that often provides more 
benefits for the consultant than clients. 
There are macro maps and micro maps, 
standard one-size-fits-all methods and 
symbols, and an endless collection of 
irrelevant, static descriptive data. Some 
believe that lean and VSM are synony-
mous, despite the fact that mapping is just 
one tool in the improvement toolbox. The 
traditional VSM process is primarily attri-
bute- and snapshot-based and consumes 
months of time, resources and cost. By the 

time some of these dead-end initiatives 
are completed to some degree, the organi-
zation cannot reverse the cost of its huge 
waste exercise.

Organizations that place all of their eggs 
in the basket of a single point improvement 
tool severely limit their success. No single 
point initiative (e.g., just lean, just Six 
Sigma, just VSM, just 5S, etc.) is all inclu-
sive or all encompassing. It’s the equivalent 
of trying to fix everything with a hammer 
while forcing everything to look like nails. 
The right blended and tailored approach to 
improvement always achieves quicker and 
higher value contributions.

Please do not interpret the above points 
as criticism. They are facts, and organiza-
tions stuck in this state need to put the keys 
down, rethink their journeys, and recognize 
the need to move toward a better, improved 
state. We all live in an improve-or-get-run-
over economy that demands rapid, real 
results. 

Accelerated value  
stream mapping
Hundreds of experiences have shown 
that value stream mapping works best as 
a living diagnostic and corrective action 
process, instead of as a discrete, broad 
brush application of a single tool. Rather 
than beginning the VSM process with the 
objective of mapping the organization’s 
entire conglomeration of processes, much 
quicker and higher value creation can be 
achieved with a more focused, building-
block approach.

The objective is many smaller hits in 
the right process pain points that achieve 
breakthrough results. This process aligns 
limited improvement resources to the 
highest impact improvement opportuni-
ties and promotes a more robust approach 
to improvement. Over time, a broader 
VSM evolves from the smaller elements. In 
some cases tandem efforts target suspect 
areas. The largest difference is that the 
VSM becomes a living reference to archi-
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tect, re-engineer or improve enterprisewide 
business processes. This requires the inte-
gration of value stream mapping with other 
improvement methods and tools and, at a 
basic level, the integration of lean thinking 
(elimination of wastes) and the most basic 
Six Sigma problem-solving analytics.

Accelerated value stream mapping is 
more of a laser-targeted, rapid deployment 
and results process. It leverages the organi-
zation’s current knowledge and tall pole/
vital few thinking to concentrate on what, 
Pareto style, will have the most significant 
impact. This approach is more of a surgical 
peeling back of the onion by several means 
(e.g., focus group sessions, pre-analytics, 

evaluation of customer and internal oper-
ating data and other diagnostic activities) 
before any specific VSM activities begin. 

Here is a simple overview of the acceler-
ated process, which starts with the planning 
and calibration of opportunities:

• Create an internal cross-functional 
core team. This team should work with 
improvement leaders to help scrub their 
findings or provide additional direction 
about where they might conduct addi-
tional analysis.

• Improvement leaders should meet with 
executives and selected focus groups 
to discuss the current status of inter-

nal operations. Prior to these meetings, 
participants should bring performance 
data or other facts to substantiate their 
perspectives on process performance 
and what detracts from excellence. These 
sessions should probe for the three to 
five issues that give them insomnia. 
Have an open “wish list” dialogue with 
participants.

• Develop a macro charter, a document 
that describes high-level improvement 
themes and presents evidence of oppor-
tunities for improvement from the focus 
group meetings. A sample macro charter 
is shown in Figure 1. Keep in mind that 
at this point the collected data, facts, 

iMproveMent theMes 
Figure 1. A macro charter presents evidence of opportunities that have been gathered via focus group meetings. Copyright 2014 by  
The Center for Excellence in Operations Inc.
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perceptions and opinions, root causes, 
symptomatic inputs, etc. must be veri-
fied, filtered, sorted out, prioritized and 
laser targeted to specific improvement 
opportunities.

• Perform additional analysis, and then put 
the actual improvement puzzle together. 
The playbook is developed and priori-
tized. This playbook contains specific, 
assignable opportunities for improve-
ment, such as a problem statement, 
objectives and scope, baseline perfor-
mance, improvement goals, entitled 
benefits, the right team leader and team 
members, milestones and expectations, 
and a first 30-day plan. This activity in 
itself is a complex core competency of 
planning, structuring and setting up 
improvement for success. The total bene-
fits are also aggregated in terms of timing 
and magnitude. These improvement 
activities are reviewed and endorsed by 
the executive team and process owners. 
The total elapsed time of efforts to this 
point is usually two to three weeks.

Launch five to eight mission-critical, 
high impact improvement initiatives across 
different segments of the organization. 

Now each initiative or team is ready for 
accelerated value stream diagnostics:

• Develop the SIPOC+ diagram (SIPOC/
P/C/TGW/D for supplier, input, process, 
output, customer(s), performance 
metric, controls to maintain quality 
and standardization, things that typi-
cally go wrong, and supporting data) 
for the process under investigation. This 
diagram usually has six to 12 steps and is, 
at most, one to two pages long. Complete 
the remainder of the template.

• Create an extended dialogue cause-and-
effect diagram using the process boxes 
identified above and brainstorm poten-
tial root causes of the problem within 
each step. Use the white space to free-
form other related issues such as barriers, 

broader summary root causes, improve-
ment ideas, data needs, etc.

• Validate root cause information with 
hard data and analysis, and then elimi-
nate those that do not stand the test of 
truth.

• Force rank the remaining root causes 
using frequency, severity, improvement 
impact and controllability (borrowed 
from FMEA logic).

• Look at the top 20 percent of the force 
ranked root causes, and note which 
step of the process they occur in. This 
analysis always points to a particular 
step or subprocess and isolates the high-
est influence detractors. This is where 
we focus the remaining improvement 
efforts.
 
Now, it is time for each initiative or team 

to execute the improvements:

• Analyze this problem process segment 
in more detail, integrating the traditional 
VSM approaches with other simpler 
analytics (Pareto analysis, run charts, 
defects analysis, Cp and Cpk analysis) 
and other less structured tools (e.g., A3, 
mind mapping, affinity diagrams and 
worth factor analysis).

• Develop, quantify and prioritize oppor-
tunities for improvement, and develop 
the detailed implementation plans and 
control plans.

• Transfer ownership and sustaining 
responsibility to the process owner, 
place results in the knowledge database 
or future reference directory, disband the 
team, and repeat the process on another 
prioritized assignable project. Note: It 
is the core team’s responsibility to keep 
a hopper of assignable initiatives and 
create the right implementation teams.

Accelerated VSM in real life
A manufacturer of professional audio 
equipment was experiencing serious 
new product development (NPD) issues. 

Meetings started with the executive team 
and several focus groups in engineering, 
product development, marketing, manu-
facturing, finance and customer service. 

It turned out that the issues of signifi-
cance related to late-to-market, constant 
changes in designs and priorities 
(appropriately nicknamed “drive-by engi-
neering”), overloaded critical resources, 
excessive development costs, product qual-
ity and reliability, extended cycle times that 
collapsed commercialization and release 
efforts, packaging issues, product literature 
and documentation issues, failure to meet 
customer expectations, supplier problems, 
a high level of engineering change orders 
and sustaining engineering after release, 
country and market specific performance 
issues, a totally frustrated development 
organization and several other inefficien-
cies. 

Like other organizations in this mode, 
there were shortcuts and workarounds to 
make up for lost time and budget that often 
added more waste to the overall process. 
Next, the organization created a cross-
functional NPD improvement team that 
included members from the above depart-
ments. We took them through the process 
of creating the SIPOC+ diagram (SIPOC/
P/C/TGW/D), the extended dialogue 
cause-and-effect diagram, supporting data 
analytics, forced ranking of suspected root 
causes, and focusing on “tall pole” process 
detractors and the specific process steps of 
the identified root causes.

Approximately 70 different improve-
ment opportunities were identified 
through this accelerated process. The result 
of this step enabled the team to drill down 
and structure five specific improvement 
initiatives that would have a dramatic 
positive impact on the entire new product 
development process. 

This was the most critical starting point, 
not the entire journey. The five initiatives 
executed by their respective improvement 
sub-teams were:
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1. Concept engineering: Improve how the 
company identifies and prioritizes new 
product ideas. Build a formal process 
and accompanying templates and 
spreadsheet data to measure and quan-
tify opportunities and risks better. (A 
major deliverable was a more formalized 
and analytical business case and feasibil-
ity process, including the evaluation of 
upside potential and downside risks).

2. Executive NPD core team: Create a 
cross-functional executive NPD steer-
ing committee with formal practices/
procedures to review, prioritize, realisti-
cally level load and lock down projects, 
resources and schedules. There were 

too many multifunctional chiefs inde-
pendently changing priorities on a daily 
basis for their own needs, while creating 
huge unknown and hidden disruptions 
in resource loads and development 
process throughput as a whole.

3. Product and process design: Review, 
update and enforce design standard-
ization (follow design standards and 
standard parts catalog, approved supply 
base, conduct regular design reviews). 
Also simplify the phase review and stage/
gate processes and ensure that they are 
being followed. This team implemented 
a clever automated green/yellow/red 
tracking system for projects and shut 

down the development process to resolve 
condition red process situations. 

4. Design verification (DV): Analyze the 
root causes of “DV spins.” Each DV spin 
added weeks to months of time and 
anywhere from $8,000 to $62,000 of 
incremental (unbudgeted) cost to the 
development cycle.

5. Packaging design: Move packaging 
design and engineering up front in the 
development process and improve the 
brand image, functional protection, and 
adequate space for multilingual operat-
ing instructions and other literature. 
Package engineering is an afterthought 
in too many organizations.

the deliciousness 
of iMproveMent

Food processors are turning to formal improvement initiatives like 
lean and Six Sigma to drive continuous improvement, according to 
Food Processing magazine.

Terms like kaizen, value stream mapping, poka-yoke and OEE 
metrics are now dotting the landscape of places like Bimbo Bakeries 
USA. Derek Contreras, a bakery production resource leader, told 
the American Society of Baking’s annual conference that his 
company was using 5S, kaizen events, value stream mapping and 
other methodologies to address training needs, raw material waste, 
rework and downtime. 

The magazine reported that the bakery was applying 5S, poka-
yoke and value stream mapping to its changeover time. The goal 
was to cut each changeover in half. Shaving 15 minutes from each 
changeover would save $200,000 a year at each of the company’s 
34 bakeries, Contreras said. 
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All of these projects were implemented 
within 90 days and turned over to the 
specific process segment owners. The 
improvement sub-teams used multiple 
improvement methodologies and tools 
that enabled their success. They targeted on 
the right improvement opportunities and 
strategic business needs. The accelerated 
VSM methodology provided an excellent 
reference to validate that critical problems 
had, in fact, been eliminated by the teams’ 
actions. 

The total hard dollar savings from these 
projects exceeded $12 million, and time 
to market was reduced by 54 percent. 
The number of development projects 
completed on time and on budget to make 
profitability goals has risen to 95 percent. 
Concurrent improvements in these five 
critical areas drove many other residual 
improvements further down the priority 
list. The initial improvement sub-teams 
were dismantled and became strict “inside-
process” advocates for sustaining their 
gains in new product development.

These five initiatives have not solved 
every NPD issue, but they created tremen-
dous momentum for improvement in 
other areas of the company. The NPD 
improvement team had a great reference 
in its original analytics and forced ranking 
(i.e., the next tall pole issues) to continue 
its improvement efforts with different 
improvement sub-teams. 

Note that this organization could have 
used the traditional VSM approach, spend-
ing several months documenting the entire 
process of everything and easily filling the 
walls of an engineering conference room. 
Complex knowledge processes like NPD 
and supply chain management tend to 
draw teams into this black hole of analysis, 
where it becomes difficult to isolate causes 
from effects. 

Changes typically happen while a VSM 
is being created – changes that are not 
properly reflected or are missing from the 
resulting map. 

In this unforgiving competitive econ-
omy, organizations need results to move 
quickly from their improvement initia-
tives. Value stream mapping the universe 
requires too much time and effort and just 
doesn’t get you there.

Much success has come from this 
accelerated, targeted and integrated VSM 
approach, which helps avoid the “VSM 
gone wild” seen in other organizations. 
One CEO commented that the “old” VSM 
process was like this: “They threw a bunch 
of people in a room with a value stream 
mapping assignment and a little training, 
and then expected them to perform like a 
high performance team. It didn’t work out.”

The traditional textbook VSM approach 
tends to be more about producing a large 
diagram of the entire process and then 
attempting to improve the whole. It’s a 
“let’s solve world hunger” exercise that 
often avoids delivering the first meal. It 
uses static snapshot descriptive data and 
includes very little analytics to pinpoint 
major detractors that can help teams stress 
test the proposed changes. It does not 
enable people and teams to understand 
the factors and their relative influence on 
long-term process performance. It pushes 
people to chase symptomatic problems vs. 
true root causes. 

And since it deals with the static picture 
of the process at a single point in time and 
space, it has a short shelf life of usefulness. 
This scenario does not happen 100 percent 
of the time, and several organizations have 
generated successes from the traditional 
VSM approach. However, our objective is 
to provide a better way in this fast and furi-
ous economy to improve how we improve.

Manageable chunks  
for better results
A big difference to recognize is that acceler-
ated value stream mapping does not create 
an extensive VSM in a single lengthy task 
with one tool, an approach that usually 
ends up as a wasteful fishing expedition. 

The objective is not to issue a vague direc-
tive to create a map and find the problem 
areas. An incorrect, out-of-date, big picture 
VSM of the entire organization is not 
useful in supporting continuous improve-
ment efforts. 

The objective is to improve problem 
areas that are well-recognized by the people 
who work within the process every day. 
Accelerated value stream mapping lever-
ages their knowledge and experiences, 
directly engages people where they work 
in the improvement process, and vali-
dates opportunities with data and facts. 
It creates detailed segments based on the 
highest impact opportunities. The size 
of the segment is relative to the intercon-
nectivity of the process segment under 
investigation (manageable “chunks” for 
rapid improvement), but it is never a mega-
documentation exercise of every process in 
the entire organization. The improvement 
leaders and process owners dive deep into 
the process segments and understand the 
factors that really make the overall process 
tick. 

Over a relatively short period of time, the 
process segments can be pieced together 
to view a larger picture of the organization. 
And remember that in this scenario, VSM 
is but a single tool in the broader improve-
ment toolbox. d
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