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Supply Chain News: In Search of Value Stream Architects Outside

of Manufacturing

Most Supply Chain Processes Beyond the Factory Floor are Hard to
See, Says, James Womack; The Best Hope for Healthcare?

James Womack, The Lean Institute

This guest column is made possible by special
arrangement with the Lean Enterprise Institute
(www.lean.org). Though Womack focuses
mostly on the services industries and espe-
cially healthcare, we think the subject of
“value stream architects” is critically important
for Leaning process in the supply chain outside
of manufacturing and especially across func-
tional boundaries.

Recently I've been spending most of my gemba
time walking through value-creating processes in
organizations far away from manufacturing. And the
further away I get -- for example, all the way to
healthcare -- the more I find myself asking, "Who
designed this wasteful, incapable, unavailable, in-
adequate, inflexible, uneven, and disconnected value
stream in the first place? And who is responsible for
its performance now?" The answer in most cases is
that usual suspect, No One.

To be fair to those readers in services industries, I
must note that process awareness and process
thinking - note that I use the terms "process" and
"value stream" interchangeably -- are inherently
easier in the factory. The product is there for all to
see and the industrial, manufacturing, and produc-
tion engineering departments and professions are all
in place.

In addition, almost all manufacturing businesses pe-
riodically introduce fundamentally new products, in-
volving at least some new manufacturing methods,
which offer the opportunity to rethink the entire
value stream. The proof that these value streams
are the easiest to transform is that process aware-
ness declines rapidly in manufacturing companies
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Process awareness declines rapidly in
manufacturing companies once the fac-
tory floor with its physical transforma-

tions is lost from view.

once the factory floor with its physical transforma-
tions is lost from view.

Product development, sales, purchasing, human
resources, and finance are all processes -- series
of actions that must be performed correctly at the
right time in the proper sequence to create the
value needed by their customers. Yet the design of
these value streams often receives little or no at-
tention even in firms that have become quite profi-
cient in mapping and then redesigning their factory
value streams.

And if your task is managing customer support in a
bank, or claims adjusting in an insurance com-
pany, or the flow of patients through a hospital,
the chances are great that you need to fundamen-
tally rethink a value stream that was never de-
signed in any rigorous way and for which no one
has clear responsibility. Many of these processes
seemingly just happened and have continued to
happen for years or decades so that the deficient
current state seems sanctioned in some way by
history. "It's always been like this. But we are
smart and work around problems every day."

What's missing here is what I call the value-stream
architect. This is the person, ideally a line manager
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given a special assignment, who is asked to take
responsibility for fundamentally re-thinking an ex-
isting value stream to create a lean value-creating
process. (This may be a primary value stream di-
rectly touching the customer, such as product de-
velopment or fulfillment from order to delivery, or a
support stream necessary to operate some primary
stream.)

The first step is to determine customer need and
the type of process required to meet the need.
Then the value stream can be mapped by walking
along the stream with everyone touching it and the
current state can be determined along with the gap
in meeting customer need while permitting the or-
ganization to prosper. This analysis will suggest po-
tential improvements and the architect then strives
for agreement on the best alternative to pursue,
followed by experiments using the familiar Plan-Do-
Check-Act cycle to determine if the alternative
works.

I like the term architect because in its conventional
usage this is a person who talks with customers to
determine their needs for a building and also talks
with all the players involved in design and construc-
tion (at a minimum the engineer and the general
contractor) to create a process that will deliver the
desired value. The difference, of course, is that tra-
ditional architects are creating buildings while value
-stream architects are creating coherent, lean proc-
esses.

This all sounds hard and it is. Most organizations
tackle process improvement as a staff (or consult-
ant) activity at isolated points along extended value
streams and often without asking what is really im-
portant to the customer or the implications for the
whole organization.

In consequence, the most important processes --
the ones flowing across the organization -- often
aren't tackled and, even when they are, the im-
proved process can't be sustained because the new
process isn't understood by the line managers who
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don't see maintaining and improving the entire value
stream as their responsibility. (This points to the need
to designate a value-stream manager for each process
once it is transformed, to continually monitor the per-
formance of the value stream and steadily improve it
through kaizen.)

I wish we in the Lean Community could simply draw on
Toyota or Honda practice in pursuing lean process ar-
chitecture. But I fear we can't. I've made many enquir-
ies but I haven't found any clarity in the way those or-
ganizations design robust, lean value streams for their
value-creating activities outside the factory. And in any
case, the vast majority of the world's processes oper-
ate in organizations far removed from manufacturing.
So I think we are pretty much on our own as lean
thinking continues to spread far beyond its original
point of origin.

What we need now is experiments in many industries
in ways to make value-stream architecture a core skill
of line management.

To cite one example of the type of experimentation
needed, my long-time co-author Dan Jones and his col-
laborators have been working with several healthcare
organizations in the UK to create value-stream archi-
tects to transform the flow of patients all the way
through the hospital. This end-to-end process is par-
ticularly challenging because the many steps involved
from admission to discharge have never been treated
as a connected activity and -- in the few cases where
they have -- neither patient nor organizational needs
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have been clearly specified. ager (the term they use instead of architect) and his or
_ her key contribution as the cross-departmental, hori-
Dan has recently asked his collaborators, Marc zontal force for transformation in an otherwise vertical
Baker and Ian Taylor, to write up their approach in organization.
a workbook, Making Hospitals Work, and I hope
members of the Lean Community in every industry Every industry and organization is different and we will
will find it of interest. In reviewing their work I find need a lot of experiments in the years ahead if we are
it particularly important that they have embedded going to make everything work. Indeed, I believe that
value-stream redesign in an A3 analysis to focus on systematic experimentation to discover the best way
the needs of the patient and the organization before for lean managers to create lean value streams for
tackling patient flow. And their discussion is truly every process in every industry is the most important
provocative on the role of the value-stream man- task before the Lean Community.
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