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 Work is less visible than ever before

CASE STUDY

Being visual 
Visual management arose to deal with 
communications constraints; this could 
be anything from noisy factory floors to 
workforces with low literacy levels.  Visual 
systems provided simple methods to readily 
communicate plans and results, allowing 
teams to align and act.  In the post-World 
War 2 period, it supported a rapid rise 
in expectations for higher quality and 
productivity in the manufacturing sector.  
Results here encouraged other industries 
to seek transferable learning for their own 
sector, including those of white collar and 
knowledge workers.

Work is less visible than ever before 
Work used to be very visible.  Picture mail 
trays, in-trays and out-trays, WIP piles, posted 
work lists or job cards.  Some still is quite 
visible; trucks waiting on a  ‘dead line’ for 
repair, piles of dirt to be moved.  But over 
time, as work becomes more electronic 
or managed via computers, the visibility 
disappears.  And along with it, the tension 
that outstanding work provides, as well as 
the satisfaction of clearing an in-tray.  Not 

only SEEING work becomes more difficult, 
but SORTING work does as well.  Managers 
and the workforce may lose control of how 
work is classified, stored, sorted, streamed; 
it is now in the hands of those who have 
programmed systems to do all of this, and 
systems can bypass the manager when 
determining the priorities or assignments for 
the coming period.  

While this automated workflow 
management can lift overall productivity, 
it does so only if the environment is stable 
and operating as originally planned. In many 
cases the work pattern has changed and 
productivity gaps exist.

Establishing work visibility assists in 
highly automated environments by asking 
management and staff to step back and 
consider and document visually what their 
focus or plan is for the period and then 
tracking progress to this.  Typically, they 
cannot document every piece of information 
available to them.  It therefore is likely 
to be both a synthesis of what systems 
have allocated and a validation that these 
allocations remain the priority.  By visually 
displaying these plans, it enables alignment 
and commitment to the plan.  Today, 
more than ever, techniques such as visual 
management are needed to reduce the huge 
volume of data and inputs that people have to 
sort through on a daily basis.  The constraint 
of having to simplify data to only those critical 
indicators drives managers to not look at 
everything that is available, but only what 
helps them to make better decisions.

Why go visual? 
Visual systems are intended to facilitate 
‘status at a glance’ and be an effective means 
to communicate progress and performance 
across management levels and the team.  

Humans are visual creatures. Half of the human brain is directly or indirectly devoted to processing 
visual information. The brain can identify images seen for as little as thirteen milliseconds, and over 

sixty-five percent of us are visual learners, according to the Social Science Research Network1.   
So, making work visible then becomes a powerful way of enabling organisational performance.  

By Melissa Wilkinson, Daniel Phu and Alexia Chianis.

“A business should be run like an 
aquarium, where everybody can see 
what’s going on. . . then, when the 
unexpected happens, they know how 
to react and react quickly.”

Jack Stack & Bo Burlingham, 
‘Great Game of Business’ 



They provide clarity and transparency about 
the plan, the priorities and the status of work, 
and enable issues that require corrective 
action to be detected easily and rapidly. 

Teams are provided with real-time 
information on their work activity enabling 
them to immediately adjust workload or 
allocation.  This helps to ensure that the 
right work is done.  It also helps to identify 
shortfalls in performance, usually at a point 
where this can be recovered.   

Visual management is not just about driving 
quantitive results. It is also key to ensuring 
your people always know what is expected, 
have access to the information they need 
to do their jobs well, and understand their 
contribution to the overall goal. These 
are fundamental factors to employee 
engagement, which is strongly linked to 
the following performance outcomes: 
profitability; productivity; customer ratings; 
turnover; absenteeism; safety; and quality.

Making work visible  
The simplest approach is to create a Visual 
Management Board (VMB).  A VMB is one 
of the main communication and reference 
tools, providing a visual way of planning 
and communicating key information in a 
consistent manner within a team and across 
a business.  

What works? 
Designed by the team, for the team. The 
visual workplace acts as a mirror.  It is a tool 
for the team to enable them to reflect on 
and understand operational performance 
and participate in improvement. Therefore, 
visual management is not prescriptive – it’s 
fashioned to suit the environment
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3	 Metrics that are important to the customer and business – safety, quality, 
service, and cost. These should be simple indicators that make sense to the 
team. Include a mix of volume and percentage or ratio data and ‘tension’ 
metrics to help create a balanced view of performance.  

3	 Simple format that is easy to update, use and is understood by all levels across 
the organisation. And the boards don’t have to track everything!

3	 Layout and Colour, i.e. core elements are common across like teams or 
areas to allow comparison and ease of understanding.  Use of colour can 
denote status or progress.

3	 Relevant information for a given work period, e.g. performance indicators, 
planned work activities/tasks, action log.

3	 Accessibility should be considered; a guideline is - close to the workplace so 
it is a reference point for discussions around team performance.  

3	 Work is prioritised and sometimes re-prioritised, based on availability 
of resources and capacity constraints, flexed due to unforeseen impacts 
of unplanned events. The impact of these changes on the original plan is 
understood by users.

3	 Ownership by team - used and referred to by the team in briefings/
meetings, and maintained by team.

3	 Visual elements that make the abnormal stand out. Use of colour, symbols 
or images that move to hotspots or high focus areas as required, or create a 
special area of the visual information system. 

3	 Status - has both where you have been and where you are going:  what was 
previous period’s performance and what are you seeking to achieve in this 
one?  It provides context of your status.

3	 Clarity about whether the area is in control or not; one simple number, 
image, data point that is a symbol for performance.

What to consider when making the workplace and work more visible

Visual management is intended 
to communicate information 
simply and using visual signals 
so anyone entering a workplace 
can rapidly and easily see what 
is going on, understand it and 
identify what is under control 
and what isn’t. To quote Dr. 
Thoralf Sundt of Mayo Clinic, 
“If I can see it, I can fix it.”  The 
reverse must also be true – it’s 
hard to fix what you can’t see.
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Why making work visible leads to productivity and engagement gains.
Our experience of making work visible is that once implemented, 

Conclusion
It seems the simplest and most obvious of things, 
yet can be difficult to do well.  Being clear on what 
you are trying to achieve and how you measure 
it needs a lot of thought.  You cannot measure 
everything – as you would not be able to see the 
wood for the trees – yet measuring only one thing 
can set you up to fail on some key needs.  The 
balance on a visual management board is providing 
sufficient information that people understand:

> The context of what has occurred in the past.

> What are our priorities in this period?

> Who will do what?

> What am I doing to contribute to the area’s 
goals?

> Across the period, updates to display whether 
we are on track to meet our goals for the day.  

> Prompting action if conditions have changed 
or we are off track.

“That which is measured 
improves. That which is 
measured and reported 
improves exponentially.”
Karl Pearson

> Team alignment is heightened because the team have visible, agreed 
team goals, a shared view.  This ‘scoreboard’ enables the team to be privy 
to the same information at the same time, and make decisions together.

> The team conversations are focussed and efficient - a prepared, 
pre-populated visual board makes communication and performance 
review efficient and effective.

> There is clearer direction by outlining what is expected and providing 
a means of measuring ‘what good looks like’; it focuses the team on what 
is important and what matters, based on what is chosen to be displayed 
on the board. 

> It shows the team members how their work matters.  Each 
team member can make the connection of how their individual output 
contributes to the achievement of the overall team goal.

> Visual systems foster increased accountability through the transparency 
and visibility of information, outcomes and results. Teams develop 
consistency and structure as part of their planning and review of work.

> Work is prioritised accordingly based on resource availability and 
capacity, and the impact of unplanned work on the plan is understood.

> Directs attention - knowing the status and business or customer 
priorities - being able to direct your efforts and time.  This enables the team 
to quickly identify issues and take timely corrective action to resolve them.

> Cross collaboration is often a by-product – often a by-product of the 
situational awareness that it creates in the broader stakeholder group.  
Issues, dependencies, workload all become visible to all stakeholders, 
whether intra-team or inter-team.

Learn more about how the business 
improvement services offered by Coxswain 
Alliance can help you improve the 
performance of your team and your business.

www.coxswain  alliance.com
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1. Humans are visual creatures. Most of us process information 
based on what we see. 65 percent of us are visual learners, 
according to the Social Science Research Network:  
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2. http://www.seyens.com/humans-are-visual-creatures/

“If you’re engaged, you know what’s expected of you at work, you 
feel connected to people you work with, and you want to be there…
you feel a part of something significant, so you’re more likely to 
want to be part of a solution, to be part of a bigger tribe. All that has 
positive performance consequences for teams and organisations.”

Jim Harter, Ph.D., Gallup’s chief scientist of  
workplace management and wellbeing.

Now that you’ve read this, look up and look 
around. Is your workplace visual? And is it 
effective?  Can you answer the questions above?

Use the checklist on the lefthand side of this 
page as a guide to an effective visual workplace.


