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INTRODUCTION:
THE UNENDING
JOURNEY OF
EXCELLENCE

In  a  world  obsessed
with instant results and
quick  fixes,  the  most
s u c c e s s f u l
organizat ions  and
individuals  have  long
u n d e r s t o o d  a
counterintuitive  truth:
true excellence is not a
dest inat ion,  but  a
continuous journey.  At
t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h i s
ph i l o sophy  l i e s  a
powerful  framework

known  as  The  Goal
Process  Of  Ongoing
I m p r o v e m e n t .
Popularized  by  Dr.
Eliyahu  M.  Goldratt  in
his  seminal  business
novel, "The Goal," this
methodology  is  more
t h a n  a  s e t  o f
m a n a g e m e n t
techniques;  i t  is  a
fundamental  shift  in
mindset.  It  moves  us
away  from  the  futile
pursuit  of  a  perfect
s t a t i c  s t a t e  a n d
towards  a  dynamic,
resilient  system  that
gets better  over time,
regard less  o f  the
challenges  it  faces.
This article will explore

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 The Goal Process Of Ongoing
Improvement

2024-03-18

the  depths  o f  th is
process,  breaking
d o w n  i t s  c o r e
components ,  and
providing  a  practical
guide  for  embedding
continuous,  systemic
improvement  into  the
fabric of your work and
life.
T h e  c o n c e p t  i s
deceptively  simple.
Instead  of  trying  to
improve  everything
everywhere at once—a
strategy  that  often
l e a d s  t o  w a s t e d
r e s o u r c e s  a n d
burnout—the  process
focuses  on  identifying
t h e  s i n g l e  m o s t
important  constraint
that  is  l imiting  the
e n t i r e  s y s t e m ' s
p e r f o r m a n c e .  B y
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y
a d d r e s s i n g  t h i s
bottleneck,  you create
a  ripple  effect  of
positive  change.  Once
that  const ra int  i s
resolved, you move on

to  the  next  one.  This
iterative  cycle  creates
a  powerful  engine  for
sustainable  growth.
Understanding  and
applying  The  Goal
Process  Of  Ongoing
Improvement  is  the
difference  between
random, uncoordinated
c h a n g e s  a n d  a
deliberate,  strategic
m a r c h  t o w a r d
operational excellence.

ORIGIN AND CORE
PHILOSOPHY:
BEYOND COST
CUTTING

To  t ru ly  grasp  the
power of  this process,
we  must  first
understand  its  origin.
Goldratt developed the
Theory  of  Constraints
(TOC),  which  provides
t h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l
backbone for The Goal
Process  Of  Ongoing
Improvement.  The
core  premise  is  that
any  system—be  it  a
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manufacturing plant, a
software  development
team,  a  hospital,  or
e v e n  a  p e r s o n a l
project—has  at  least
one  constraint  that
limits its throughput, or
ability  to  achieve  its
goal.  For  a  for-profit
company,  the  goal  is
typ ica l ly  to  make
money, now and in the
future. For a non-profit,
the  goal  might  be  to
serve a certain number
o f  peop le .  Fo r  an
individual,  the  goal
could be to learn a new
ski l l  or  complete  a
complex  project.
T r a d i t i o n a l
management  often
falls  into  the  trap  of
cost  world thinking,
where  the  primary
focus  is  on  reducing
e x p e n s e s  a n d
max imiz ing  l oca l
efficiencies.  This  can
lead  to  disaster,  as
opt imis ing  a  non-
constraint  part  of  the

s y s t e m  d o e s  n o t
improve  the  overall
output  and  can  even
c r e a t e  e x c e s s
inventory or  waste.  In
contrast,  throughput
world thinking, which
is  the  heart  of  the
process  of  ongoing
improvement,  focuses
on increasing the rate
at  which  the  system
generates  its  ultimate
goal  (e.g.,  revenue,
completed  units,  or
served  customers).
This  fundamental  shift
in focus is the first and
most critical step in the
entire  journey.  It  asks
not  "How  can  I  cut
costs here?" but "How
can I  get more of my
goa l  th rough  th i s
system?"

THE FIVE
FOCUSING STEPS:
THE ENGINE OF
IMPROVEMENT

T h e  p r a c t i c a l
appl ication  of  The
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Goal  Process  Of
O n g o i n g
Improvement  i s
codified  in  five
powerful,  iterative
steps. These are not a
c h e c k l i s t  t o  b e
completed once, but a
continuous cycle to be
repeated  again  and
again.  They provide a
clear path through the
n o i s e  o f  d a i l y
operations.

Step 1:
Identify
the
Constrain
t
This is the most crucial
step.  You  cannot  fix  a
problem  you  haven't
found. The constraint is
the  bottleneck  that  is
s low ing  down  the

entire system. It is the
weakest  l ink  in  the
chain.  In  a  physical
process, this is easy to
spot:  it's  the  machine
with a massive pile of
work-in-progress  in
front of it, or the server
that  is  constant ly
crashing  under  the
load.  In  a  knowledge-
work  environment,  it
might  be  a  specific
department  that  is
a lways  late,  a  key
manager  who  i s  a
b o t t l e n e c k  f o r
approvals,  or  a  policy
t h a t  c r e a t e s
unnecessary  delays.  A
classic  example  is  a
m a r k e t i n g  t e a m
generating more leads
than  the  sales  team
can  possibly  handle.
The sales team is the
constraint.  Identifying
the constraint requires
looking  at  the  whole
s y s t e m ,  n o t  j u s t
individual  parts.  Ask
yourself:  "What  one



The Goal Process Of Ongoing
Improvement 5

5

thing,  if  improved,
would unlock the most
value  for  the  entire
system  right  now?"

Step 2:
Exploit
the
Constrain
t
Once the constraint is
identified, the goal is to
get the absolute most
out  of  it  without  any
major investment. This
i s  a b o u t  m a k i n g
incremental, often low-
c o s t  o r  n o - c o s t ,
changes  to  maximize
the  ou tpu t  o f  t he
bottleneck.  You  want
to  ensure  that  the
constraint is never idle.
For  our  sales  team
bottleneck,  this  might
mean  eliminating

non-sales  activities
l i ke  paperwork  or
internal  meetings.  It
could mean providing
them  with  better
leads  so  they  spend
less  t ime  on  dead
ends.  Ensuring  they
are  well-rested  and
focused  on their core
t a s k .  I t  m e a n s
p r o t e c t i n g  t h e
const ra in t ' s  t ime
ferociously.  Every
minute of downtime on
the  constraint  is  a
m i n u t e  o f  l o s t
throughput  for  the
entire  organization.
The goal of this step is
t o  d o  e v e r y t h i n g
possible  to  maximize
t h e  c o n s t r a i n t ' s
performance using only
the resources and tools
you already have.

Step 3:
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Subordin
ate
Everythin
g Else to
the
Constrain

t
This is often the most
counterintuitive  and
difficult  step.  It  means
that  all  other  parts  of
t h e  s y s t e m  m u s t
operate at the pace of
the  constraint.  They
must  be  subordinated
to it. In a factory, this
m e a n s  t h a t  n o n -
bottleneck  machines
should  not  produce
m o r e  t h a n  t h e
b o t t l e n e c k  c a n
consume.  This  wil l

inevitably  create  idle
time on non-constraint
resources,  which  can
b e  d e e p l y
uncomfortable  for
managers  trained  to
believe  that  all  idle
t i m e  i s  w a s t e .
However,  producing
w o r k  t h a t  t h e
bott leneck  cannot
process  only  creates
excess  inventory,  ties
up  cash,  and  hides
p r o b l e m s .
Subordination  creates
a  smooth,  predictable
flow.  The  entire
system's  rhythm  is
d i c t a t e d  b y  t h e
d r u m b e a t  o f  t h e
c o n s t r a i n t .  T h i s
principle  of  drum-
buffer-rope  is  central
to TOC. The "drum" is
t h e  p a c e  o f  t h e
constraint,  the  "rope"
i s  the  s igna l  sent
upstream  to  release
work at that pace, and
the  "buffer"  is  a  small
amount  of  inventory
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placed in  front  of  the
constraint to protect it
from interruptions.

Step 4:
Elevate
the
Constrain
t
A f t e r  y o u  h a v e
e x p l o i t e d  a n d
subordinated,  you  will
h a v e  p u s h e d  t h e
current constraint to its
maximum  possible
output.  If  the  system
still  needs  to  improve
further,  it  is  time  for
t h e  n e x t  s t e p :
elevation.  This  step
involves  making  a
significant  investment
t o  p e r m a n e n t l y
increase  the  capacity
of  the constraint.  This
could mean buying a

new  machine  for  a
factory  floor,  hiring
more salespeople  to
handle the lead flow, or
u p g r a d i n g  t h e
software  system  to
h a n d l e  a  h i g h e r
transaction  volume.
This  is  the  expensive
step, and it should only
be  undertaken  after
the  low-hanging  fruit
from  exploitation  has
been  fully  harvested.
The  key  is  to  always
e n s u r e  t h a t  t h e
investment in elevation
is  justified  by  the
increase  in  overall
system  throughput.
You  are  moving  the
weakest link to a new
level of performance.

Step 5:
Repeat
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(and Do
Not Let
Inertia
Become
the
Constrain

t)
This  is  perhaps  the
wisest step.  Once you
have  successfu l ly
e l e v a t e d  t h e
constraint,  i t  is  no
longer  the  bottleneck.
A  new,  prev ious ly
hidden  constraint  will
now emerge and limit
the  system's  overall
performance.  This
could  be  a  different
machine,  a  different
department,  or  even
the  new,  improved

policy  you  just  put  in
p l a c e .  T h e  m o s t
dangerous  enemy  at
this stage is inertia. It
is very easy to fall into
the  trap  of  thinking,
"We  fixed  that
problem,  now  we  can
relax." But the process
o f  o n g o i n g
improvement demands
that  you  immediately
start  again at  Step 1.
I d e n t i f y  t h e  n e w
constraint. The cycle is
never-ending. This step
is a constant reminder
that  improvement  is
not  a  project  with  a
finish  line;  it  is  a
discipline. It is the very
definition  of  The  Goal
Process  Of  Ongoing
Improvement.

PRACTICAL
APPLICATION:
FROM THEORY TO
DAILY PRACTICE

This  powerful  process
is  not  just  for  factory
floors. It can be applied
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to  a  vast  range  o f
fields.  In  software
development ,  the
constraint is  often the
QA  team  or  a  single
developer  with  unique
k n o w l e d g e .  T h e
process  would  involve
identifying that person
(Step 1), giving them a
dedicated  workspace
and  blocking  off  their
time (Step 2), ensuring
that developers do not
submit  code  faster
than they can review it
(Step  3) ,  and  then
h i r i n g  a n o t h e r
developer or providing
training  (Step  4).  In
p r o j e c t
management ,  the
constraint could be the
availability of a specific
external  vendor.  The
same  focusing  steps
apply.  In  personal
productivity ,  the
constraint  might  be
your own lack of focus
or  a  specific  skill.  The
process  provides  a

rigorous  way  to  stop
spinning  your  wheels
and  s ta r t  mak ing
tangible,  strategic
progress  towards your
most  important  goals.
The  beauty  o f  the
s y s t e m  i s  i t s
universality.

Common
Pitfalls to
Avoid
T o  s u c c e s s f u l l y
navigate  The  Goal
Process  Of  Ongoing
Improvement  ,  it  is
essential  to  be  aware
of  common  mistakes.
The  most  frequent
error  i s  trying  to
improve  everything
at  once.  This  diffuses
resources and leads to
no  significant
improvement  in  the
system  as  a  whole.
Another major pitfall is
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sk ipp ing  Step  2
(Exploit)  and  going
straight  to  Step  4
(Elevate) .  This  is
expensive  and  often
unnecessary,  as  there
is  usually  significant
hidden capacity in the
current constraint that
can  be  unlocked  for
free. Finally, failing to
subordinate  i s  a
deadly  sin.  Managers
who cannot bear to see
non-bottleneck workers
idle  will  instruct  them
to  keep  producing,
which creates massive
pi les  of  inventory,
hides  quality  issues,
and  makes  the  entire
system  less  flexible.
Trust the process. Idle
t i m e  o n  a  n o n -
constraint is not waste;
i t  i s  a  s t r a t e g i c
necessity for a smooth-
flowing system.

CONCLUSION: A
COMMITMENT TO

THE JOURNEY

The Goal Process Of
O n g o i n g
Improvement is more
than  just  a  business
s t r a t e g y ;  i t  i s  a
powerful philosophy for
navigating  a  complex
and  ever-changing
world.  It  replaces  the
anxiety  of  trying  to  fix
everything  with  the
clarity  of  focusing  on
one thing at a time. It
transforms a sprawling,
chaotic  system into  a
m a n a g e a b l e ,
p r e d i c t a b l e ,  a n d
continuously improving
e n g i n e  o f  v a l u e
creation. By embracing
the  five  focusing
steps—Identify, Exploit,
Subordinate,  Elevate,
a n d  R e p e a t — a n y
o r g a n i z a t i o n  o r
individual  can  break
free from the paralysis
of  mediocr i ty  and
e m b a r k  o n  a
sustainable  journey
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toward  the i r  t rue
potential.  The  goal  is
not  a  perfect,  static
state;  the  goal  is  the
process itself. The goal
i s  o n g o i n g
improvement. Embrace
the cycle, and watch as

small, focused changes
c o m p o u n d  i n t o
extraordinary  results
over time. The journey
never ends, but that is
precisely what makes it
so rewarding.


