
When to Use Which Approach: 
Lean, Six Sigma, Service Design/Design Thinking, Agile/Scrum

1

Craig Szelestowski

2023 Washington State Lean Transformation 

Conference

October 25, 2023



2

Agile/Scrum

ITIL

Six Sigma
Lean

Client Experience Mapping

Design Thinking

Re-Engineering

Service Design

Lean Startup
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Agile/Scrum

ITIL

Six Sigma
Lean

CX

Design Thinking

Re-Engineering

Service Design

Lean Startup

UX



Compare approaches at https://leanagility.com/en/choose-the-right-approach
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Some Proven Applications 
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Some Proven Applications
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1.  Learn client 

needs/value through 

Lean, Design Thinking



12

Risk 

Reports



Some Proven Applications
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1.  Learn client 

needs/value through 

Lean, Design Thinking

2.  Address variation 

with Lean and Six 

Sigma, to avoid 

overwhelm



Variation in: 
• volume of work
• # of resources available

• skill profile
• complexity of work

• effectiveness of tools

• other?

VARIATION

3. Team spends its reduced 

capacity on non-value 
added, preventable, work

WASTE

made 

worse by

4. Team spends capacity on:

• Client progress-chasing 
calls 

• backlog reporting

• Fixing errors

• Clarifications

• Re-drafting

• False starts

• Looking for information

• Unnecessary approvals

• Excessive processing

made 

worse by

allowing 

5. Fewer files finished, 

a growing backlog

repeat

Steps 2-5, 

fall further 

behind

How Backlogs Happen

Human 

Productivity

UNREASONABLENESS

2. Overwhelmed team, 

thus reduced 
productivity

14



Some Proven Applications

15

3.  Reduce Failure Demand 

through Design Thinking 

and Lean

4.  Improve interface 

with service through 

Design Thinking

1.  Learn client 

needs/value through 

Lean, Design Thinking

2.  Address variation 

with Lean and Six 

Sigma, to avoid 

overwhelm



Two Types of Demand

Value Demand
• Contacts that we WANT.

Eg:

• Initiate a transaction

Failure Demand
• Contacts we DON’T WANT

• Arising from a failure to do something or do 

something right for the client.  Solve the root 

cause.
Eg:

• Progress chasing – when is my appointment?

• Who do I call?

• How do I do this?

• Calling wrong place

• This is incorrect.

16



Failure Demand 

Work that is required because 

something went wrong.

Typically, 10-50% of workload 

is fixing these problems.

A healthcare provider estimated that the design of five (5) of its forms wasted 

the capacity of 54 RN’s per year.
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Failure Demand: 

Drains capacity but does not add value

Type Example

Something not done Document, information missing – go 

find it

Something not done right Wrong information, misplaced info –

redo it, return visit

Something is not clear Unclear instructions, requirements –

get clarification, make a return visit

Unnecessary task or step Collecting and verifying 

unnecessary information 

Something takes too long Chasing progress, answering 

progress-chasing contacts
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Page Views in Past 12 Months – HR Department Intranet Site





In 2016:

1110 pages on Intranet site
Top 5 pages account for 30% of views
Top 13 pages account for 40% of views
Top 56 pages account for 70% of views
How many pages have almost no views?
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Some Proven Applications
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3.  Reduce Failure Demand 

through Design Thinking 

and Lean

5.  Streamline, accelerate, internal process 

& free up capacity using Lean, 

4.  Improve interface 

with service through 

Design Thinking

1.  Learn client 

needs/value through 

Lean, Design Thinking

2.  Address variation 

with Lean and Six 

Sigma, to avoid 

overwhelm



“Resource” Efficiency

Family Ultra- Sample Family 
Lab

Doctor sound Clinic Doctor

Wait

12 days
Wait

10 days

Wait

10 days

Wait

10 days

10 mins

activity

30 mins 

activity

30 mins

activity

40 mins 

activity
10 mins 

activity

ACTIVITY:

2 HOURS

ELAPSED:

42 DAYS

Clarification, questions, corrections

DIAGNOSIS

RECEIVED

Walk-in

Breast 

Clinic

ACTIVITY:

2 HOURS

ELAPSED:

3 HOURS

“Flow” Efficiency 
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Some Proven Applications
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3.  Reduce Failure Demand 

through Design Thinking 

and Lean

5.  Streamline, accelerate, internal process 

& free up capacity using Lean, 

6.  Improve client journey 

through Client Experience
4.  Improve interface 

with service through 

Design Thinking

1.  Learn client 

needs/value through 

Lean, Design Thinking

2.  Address variation 

with Lean and Six 

Sigma, to avoid 

overwhelm
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Value 

Stream 

Map

Client 

Journey

Map



Some Proven Applications
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3.  Reduce Failure Demand 

through Design Thinking 

and Lean

5.  Streamline, accelerate, internal process 

& free up capacity using Lean, 

6.  Improve client journey 

through Client Experience
4.  Improve interface 

with service through 

Design Thinking

1.  Learn client 

needs/value through 

Lean, Design Thinking

2.  Address variation 

with Lean and Six 

Sigma, to avoid 

overwhelm



Some Proven Applications
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3.  Reduce Failure Demand 

through Design Thinking 

and Lean

5.  Streamline, accelerate, internal process 

& free up capacity using Lean, 

6.  Improve client journey 

through Client Experience
4.  Improve interface 

with service through 

Design Thinking

8.  Use Agile/Scrum to 

build/implement 

improvement experiments

1.  Learn client 

needs/value through 

Lean, Design Thinking

2.  Address variation 

with Lean and Six 

Sigma, to avoid 

overwhelm



Agile/Scrum: Create one sticky note per experiment

32

Impact = 21 Effort = 5

CREATE A STAFFING PROJECT PLAN 
TEMPLATE

As a HIRING MANAGER, I need to know all of the steps in staffing my vacancy, 
when they will occur, what my role is, how much time I have to do my part, 
and when to expect my hire to start the job.

Lead:  JASON Assigned:  Oct. 15, 2021



Work Breakdown – Bite Size Tasks
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Verify 

experime
nt results

2 hours

Name:

Date:

Run 

experime
nt for 10 

files

5 hours

Name:

Date:

Adjust 

template

2 hours

Name:

Date:

Discuss 
template 
with Project 
team, Hiring 
Manager and 
HR Advisors 
suggest 
adjustments

1 hour

Name:
Date:

Design 

prototype 
template

2 hours

Name:

Date:

Confirm 
specific 
issues to be 
solved by 
template 
with Hiring 
Managers 
and HR 
Advisors in a 
focus group
2 hours
Name:

Date:

Adjust 

tempate

2 hours

Name:
Date:

Communi

cate 
tempate

3 hours

Name:

Date:

Go live 

across 
entire org

10 hours

Name:

Date:

60 day 

review

1 hour

Name:

Date:

• Break down the initiative into the steps that you will need to 

implement. 

• Estimate effort required for each step

• Calculate total effort required

12345678910

Total:  30 hours of effort

Classify by group



To Do Doing Waiting
(internal)

Waiting
(external) Done!

Team
Availability

Since Last Meeting

WWW:

WDW:

WDD:

Notes

Scrum Board to make progress visible
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Experiments

M
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Some Proven Applications
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3.  Reduce Failure Demand 

through Design Thinking 

and Lean

5.  Streamline, accelerate, internal 

process & free up capacity using Lean

6.  Improve client journey 

through Client Experience4.  Improve interface 

with service through 

Design Thinking

8.  Use Agile/Scrum to 

build/implement 

improvement experiments

9.  Use Lean process 

visibility and routines to 

continue to improve system 

over long term; Lean Hoshin 

planning to prioritize, create 

focus on org’s North Star, 

and execution

1.  Learn client 

needs/value through 

Lean, Design Thinking

2.  Address variation 

with Lean and Six 

Sigma, to avoid 

overwhelm



Flow 
Efficiency >

Resource 
Efficiency

Visible 
Process 
Perform-

ance

Proactive 
Learning / 
Problem-
Solving 

Routines

LEAN

Processes that 

flow across 

functional 

“islands”

vs

making each 

“island”

efficient, but not 

making the end-

to-end process 

flow

Routines built into 

the work to solve 

problems and 

experiment 

proactively

vs

Firefighting only, 

“all-in” bets, little 

learning of what 

works, repeating 

old mistakes

Faster, better, 

more capacity, 

with inspired 

people who 

continue to 

improve as part of 

the work

Everyone knows 

the score – at a 

glance

vs 

working in the 

dark, unable to 

see end-to-end 

process 

performance 

across the 

islands

Lean: 3 Key Decisions

From: This is Lean: Modig & Ahlstrom
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Visible Process:  Workflow Board

Visual 

Management 

board for 

hiring 

process

Bottleneck & 

Overwhelm



Time to Resolve

Morale Today

☺





This Week:
• Appraisals due
• Fill out survey please

• Wednesday – TRW training for OSR`s

This Month:
• Charity drive

Meeting 
Length

Visible  Process

System Bugs

38



1 hour weekly – stop the work and address:

• Since our last huddle:

• What went well?

• What didn't go well?

• What should we do differently?  

Experiments to try.

• Follow up on action items

• Get everyone aligned on same page

• Start to introduce daily operational items 

– transition to continuous improvement 

board

Project Huddle/Retrospective Meetings

39

Performance Measure: 
The time spent in the huddle adds more value to 

each participant than what they would have 

otherwise been doing with that same time.



Some Proven Applications
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3.  Reduce Failure Demand 

through Design Thinking and Lean

5.  Streamline, accelerate, internal process 

& free up capacity using Lean, 

6.  Improve client journey 

through Client Experience4.  Improve interface 

with service through 

Design Thinking

8.  Use Agile/Scrum to 

build/implement 

improvement experiments

9.  Use Lean process 

visibility and routines to 

continue to improve system 

over long term; Lean Hoshin 

planning to prioritize, create 

focus on org’s North Star, 

and execution

1.  Learn client needs/value 

through Lean, Design Thinking

2.  Address variation 

with Lean and Six 

Sigma, to avoid 

overwhelm



Do it all.

It’s all important!

Execute the “Critical 

Few”

(same amount of 

effort, but focused)

Your 

Team’s 
capacity

Your 

Team’s 
capacity

Fewer Priorities, better executed.



Point “A”
Where you are today

Point “B”
Your next destination

(12-24 months)

Strategic Plan: 

the “road” to 

your vision

Strategic Plan: 

remove large 

boulders from 

your path 

Keep focused 

on the “road” – 

not these 

issues!

Based on the 
“Metaphor for 
Planning”, Cowley 
& Assoc. 1995
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How Lean Differs from Traditional Strategic Planning

Strategy

Daily Activities

Executives

Managers

Front 

Lines

Front 

Lines

Managers

Executives

Source:  Kesterson.

Exec.

Visibility 

Board

Mgmt.

Visibility 

Board

Front 

Line 

Visibility 

Board



Common Lean Operating Principles
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Conduct 

experiments 

to learn what 

works

Focus 

On

Process

Get it right the 

first time, at 

the source

Make work 

flow end-to-

end

Constantly 

try to 

improve the 

work

Respect every individual

Lead with humility

E
n

a
b

lin
g

P
ri
n

c
ip

le
s



L
e
a
d

e
rs

 o
f 

le
a
d

e
rs

F
ro

n
t-

li
n

e
 

le
a

d
e

rs
• Lengthier alignment check-ins. 

Tracking results measures

• Vertical and horizontal catchball 

conversations.

Quarterly/Yearly

• Workplace walks

• 1:1 meetings (direct reports)

• Attend kick-offs and report outs 

from problem solving events

• Brief alignment check-ins

Monthly/Weekly

• Brief alignment check-ins

• Vertical and horizontal catchball 

conversations.

Monthly/Weekly

• Regular huddles

• 1:1 meetings

• Create accountability  for 

identifying and solving problems.

• Coach direct reports in problem-

solving

• Track operational  process 

metrics (actuals vs. target)

• Participate in problem solving

Weekly/Daily

45

Leader Standard Work (Example) 



Three Things You Can Do When You 
Return to the Office

1. Identify, prioritize the gaps in your current practice

2. Make friends, get training/mentoring, in your gap fields

3. Develop mastery in these areas, help others to learn them.

46
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Have fun!



Questions? Want to chat?

Craig Szelestowski

Founder, Lean Agility

craig@leanagility.com

613 266 4653

leanagility.com

https://www.linkedin.com/in/craigszelestowski/

https://leanagility.com/en/join-our-community
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