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Process Mapping & Improvement Playbook
(SIPOC, Swimlanes, Lean Tools) 

  
A hands-on method for mapping current-state processes with SIPOC and swimlanes, then
redesigning them using core Lean tools.
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Overview

  

A practical system for mapping current-state processes with SIPOC and swimlane diagrams,
identifying waste with Lean tools, and designing a validated future state -- workshop-ready.

What's the difference between a SIPOC and a swimlane diagram? 

A SIPOC is a one-page, high-level boundary map — 5 to 7 steps — used to agree scope
before detailed work starts. A swimlane diagram is the detailed, step-by-step map that
places each activity in a lane by role or system, showing every handoff and wait.

How big should the mapping workshop group be? 

Six to ten people works best — enough to cover every role that touches the process, small
enough that everyone can contribute. Beyond twelve, split into a core mapping group and a
wider validation review.

What counts as business-value-add versus non-value-add? 

Business-value-add steps don't add value the customer would pay for, but removing them
creates real risk — a regulatory approval or an audit trail, for example. Non-value-add steps
serve no purpose the customer or the business genuinely needs; they exist as legacy habit,
system limitation, or unaddressed rework.

How do we handle a process that spans multiple systems with no data? 
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Map it anyway using estimated cycle times gathered directly from the people doing the
work, clearly labeled as estimates, and prioritize instrumenting the highest-volume steps
with real data before the next review cycle.

Should we map the current state if we already know it's broken? 

Yes — skipping straight to future-state design without a validated current-state map is the
single most common reason redesigns fail in implementation, because the team builds a
future state that ignores a real constraint the current-state map would have surfaced.

{ "@context": "https://schema.org", "@type": "FAQPage", "mainEntity": [ { "@type":
"Question", "name": "What's the difference between a SIPOC and a swimlane diagram?",
"acceptedAnswer": { "@type": "Answer", "text": "A SIPOC is a one-page, high-level
boundary map — 5 to 7 steps — used to agree scope before detailed work starts. A
swimlane diagram is the detailed, step-by-step map that places each activity in a lane by
role or system, showing every handoff and wait." } }, { "@type": "Question", "name": "How
big should the mapping workshop group be?", "acceptedAnswer": { "@type": "Answer",
"text": "Six to ten people works best — enough to cover every role that touches the
process, small enough that everyone can contribute. Beyond twelve, split into a core
mapping group and a wider validation review." } }, { "@type": "Question", "name": "What
counts as business-value-add versus non-value-add?", "acceptedAnswer": { "@type":
"Answer", "text": "Business-value-add steps don't add value the customer would pay for,
but removing them creates real risk — a regulatory approval or an audit trail, for example.
Non-value-add steps serve no purpose the customer or the business genuinely needs; they
exist as legacy habit, system limitation, or unaddressed rework." } }, { "@type": "Question",
"name": "How do we handle a process that spans multiple systems with no data?",
"acceptedAnswer": { "@type": "Answer", "text": "Map it anyway using estimated cycle
times gathered directly from the people doing the work, clearly labeled as estimates, and
prioritize instrumenting the highest-volume steps with real data before the next review
cycle." } }, { "@type": "Question", "name": "Should we map the current state if we already
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know it's broken?", "acceptedAnswer": { "@type": "Answer", "text": "Yes — skipping
straight to future-state design without a validated current-state map is the single most
common reason redesigns fail in implementation, because the team builds a future state that
ignores a real constraint the current-state map would have surfaced." } } ] } 

Subscriber access

Unlock this playbook

This playbook — including every framework, template, and step-by-step section — is
available free to Think Insights subscribers. Enter your email to unlock it instantly and get
our weekly insights newsletter. No account needed, and access is remembered on this
device.  

  First Name  

  Last Name  

  Email  

  Country  

      I agree to data processing in accordance with GDPR   
         

  

Think Insights  ·  thinkinsights.net -4-



  Leave this field blank  

 

  

References

  

Related playbooks

  
   

Consulting 

Trusted Advisor Storytelling & Thought Leadership Playbook

A framework for using genuine storytelling technique — specific narrative structure,
concrete detail, and clear stakes — to make trusted advisor insight memorab

Practitioner
Intermediate
Template Included

  Read playbook   

Think Insights  ·  thinkinsights.net -5-



   

Consulting 

Trusted Advisor Metrics & Self-Development Playbook

A framework for consultants to track their own trusted advisor development deliberately —
structured feedback gathering, honest self-reflection, and targeted co
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Talk to our consulting team
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Author

Mithun A. Sridharan   

I'm Mithun A. Sridharan, Founder of this website - Think Insights - on Strategy, Management
Consulting, Leadership, Digital Transformation, and Data Literacy. Follow me on social
media or connect with me on LinkedIn for updates.
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