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Overview: Which process in your organization is most in need of change? Which changes will have the greatest impact? Which are most crucial? How does one distinguish between a squeaky wheel and a need that affects your organization’s performance? What areas need your finite change energies the most? In a complex organization, "Theory of Constraints" is an effective means for highlighting those areas that need change the most. Created by Eliyahu Goldratt, author of The Goal, Theory of Constraints is a systems thinking approach to understanding the throughputs (“flows”) within an organization.  

The premise for Theory of Constraints is simple, yet it applies to most complex organizations: 

1) A business can be considered as a complex interconnection of processes, each having a throughput (current performance).  

2) In every system of processes, there is a constraint  – the smallest constriction that most limits throughput. 

3) A system is no faster than its smallest bottleneck – the constraint. 

4) Improving throughput in any other place than the constraint will not add value to the overall system output. 

5) As soon as one constraint is relieved, another constraint will appear. Although this is common sense, it is often overlooked in organizational improvement efforts.

Materials: None

Participants: Individuals or groups seeking to improve the current performance of a process.

Procedure: (the following is a very simplified version)

1. Start by viewing your organization at its highest level of operation. Identify the six to eight major processes that operationalize your organization’s mission. 

2. Once the six or eight major processes are identified, you want to discover which of the processes are the weak link or constraint and the resource area that is causing the constriction. Do this by answering the following questions:

· What is the throughput of these processes (e.g., patients or cases per day)? 

· What are the customer-driven undesirable effects if throughput is constrained (e.g., extended wait times) in these processes?

· What is the maximum throughput or capacity for each process given the available resources and incoming demand?  

3. Characterize each process with the following (time study or expert estimate):

a. Process (hands on) time 

b. Throughput or average ‘units’ (ex. patients, specimens) per day

c. Capacity or Maximum throughput per day

d. Undesirable effect or ‘unit’ wait/delay

e. Calculation rationale of capacity

4. Drill down into the most constrained process and determine the six to eight sub-processes that make up this process. Each of these sub-processes has throughput, undesirable effects, capacity, and throughput as well. Finding the constraint takes time, patience, and attention to detail. Keep drilling down until the drivers of crucial throughputs are found.  These are the key tasks that keep the entire system from achieving its optimum throughput.

5. Decide ways to relieve the constraint (reduce process time, add staff, add equipment, changing policies or procedures, improving work flow, adding resources, altering steps, etc. 

6. Return to the overall process and look for the next constraint. There will always be another constraint or a combination of other constraints, to relieve.
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