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Previous methods for business improvement largely have 
been about optimization and improvement, and many of them 
have been very successful in helping people achieve dramatic 
improvements. However, there hasn’t been a lens that not 
only enables, but encourages people to rethink not just their 
own work, but their entire operating model in their business 
ecosystem. That is why we have turned our focus to looking 
at “what” the work is before asking “how” it should be per-
formed. This Key Concepts section is a useful quick reference 
to the basic ideas in this book to help you in your rethinking 
journey.
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Conventional “How” Business Views
For    much of the past century, people have looked at 
organizations through one of two lenses: a people 
view (the organization chart) or a fi nancial view 
(spreadsheets, reports, profi t and loss tables, and so 
forth). Th ese are “how” views of the organization, 
in terms of “how” they currently are structured 
and organized, and “how” funds are budgeted and 
spent. Although these are valid tools and remain 
vital, they are oft en used in a way that limits the 
view of the person to the inside of the four walls 
of the organization. In today’s increasingly com-
plex ecosystems of customer and partner relation-
ships, those inward-facing views are insuffi  cient. 
Th ese views are rarely a good place to start when 
rethinking. 

Process   views can oft en traverse the artifi cial 
boundaries that are sometimes implied or created 
with the workfl ow view. Figure 1 is a good example 
of a common workfl ow process map. Process maps 
are a valuable way to capture the specifi c steps of 
how the work is performed, and they can also be 
useful for describing past or future state work fl ow. 
Th ere are no real rules for creating a process map 
(which is an asset in the fl exibility it provides, as 
well as a risk in the sense that it can be diffi  cult 
to know if the map is complete and accurate), and 
they are typically a collection of iconic shapes, 
lines, and arrows. Th e following “how” map is for a 
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Create-Insurance-Quote “what” discussed in 
Chapter 1, “How the ‘How’ Trap Is Trapping You.”

Th ink  of  Create-Insurance-Quote as a three dimen-
sional box. As long as the outcome of achieving that 
“what” is accomplished, “how” the work is done in 
terms of steps of work, the people doing the work, 
the technology, and so forth can be done any num-
ber of ways. Figure 1 is just one way of represent-
ing the work fl ow. Th e number of steps can change, 
the shapes and labels can change in terms of “how” 
the work is done, but the label of the “what” is still 
Create-Insurance-quote, and that’s the key distinc-
tion in the book—there is a relationship between 
what the work is and how it is performed. However, 
you can change “how” it is done, without changing 
“what” is being done (you could outsource it, to use 
a very simple example).

Received Fax

Mail
Agreement End

Enter
into

System

Rekey into
FinApp

Create
Certifi-
cate

Create Policy
Agreement

Send Fax
to Agent

Figure 1: Common workfl ow process map 
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When talking to people about their work require-
ments, a process map is commonly presented as 
the current state of the work (although past and 
future state maps are also common). If people oft en 
assume that the map refl ects the current state and 
all or most of the current requirements are being 
met, then it is very easy to fall into a “how” trap 
here and assume that this is a good starting point 
for requirements analysis in this instance. Start-
ing with a “how” view, and then describing a dif-
ferent “how” view is very diffi  cult. It is much easier 
to look at the “how,” then understand the “what” it 
is connected to. Once that “what” is understood, 
the discussion of whether this is the best “how” or 
which parts of the “how” to change becomes much 
simpler. 

Th ere are a number of things worth pointing out in 
this representative process map in Figure 1:

• Where does the arrow at the top left 
part of the page come from? Clearly 
that is the start of the process, but 
what causes it to start? Where does it 
sit relative to other processes? What 
is the parent process? Are there other 
child processes? All of these things 
are attributes that can be captured in 
a disciplined way and attached to the 
“what.”
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• Is the “Send Fax” step a requirement 
or not? More than likely the requirement 
is to Communicate-Status, as that is 
really “what” is being done, and the fax 
machine is more “how” it is currently 
being done. Now that’s not to say that it 
couldn’t be required either through some 
regulation or customer contract that a 
fax machine has to be used—while it is 
unlikely, it’s not clear from the process 
map. This is a very good example of 
where talking with a subject matter 
expert can blur the line between what 
is truly required and what is simply a 
matter of how the work is being done 
today. Classic “how” trap.

• Who is the “customer” of this work? 
Someone is clearly benefitting from this 
work—an insurance customer and/or 
the insurance agent preparing the quote. 
What performance expectations have 
been set? Should this take five minutes, 
a day, or a week? Do they expect it to 
be free? What level of quality do they 
expect? How close to the final price 
must it be? Does the insurance quote 
created here need to comply with some 
specific regulation? These are important 
questions that are not explicitly captured 
in the map, which are also attributes to 
associate with the “what.”
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• Is some of this work already 
outsourced? The box labeled “Mail 
Agreement” is something that could 
easily be performed by a third-party 
fulfillment house, as that is very 
common. While there’s nothing wrong 
with that, if someone wants to make 
a change to people, or process, or the 
supporting technology, they may not 
be able to; and if they are able to, there 
may be a very different set of security, 
technology, and other requirements that 
are not obvious from this process map.

• What is the value of this work to 
the department, the division, or the 
organization as a whole? Is this a core 
function or a commodity function? 
Maybe creating insurance quotes are the 
one reason their customers do business 
with them, and maybe it’s generic across 
the industry and no one really pays any 
attention to it (like the airport check-
in example discussed in Chapter 1). If 
someone in the information technology 
department is talking about adding some 
software to automate this work, and 
they don’t know it’s a primary source of 
differentiation, there’s a great deal of risk 
there—just as if someone were looking 
to improve the process workflow and it 
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is a commodity function. (Like airport 
check-in, as a commodity function, no 
one should care who does it, or what the 
process or what technology supports 
it, as long as the correct outcome is 
achieved). This is covered in greater 
length in Chapter 3, “First—Identify the 
‘Whats’ That Are Truly Valuable.”

• How is it currently performing? 
Chapter 4, “Second—Know What You 
Are (and Aren’t) Good At,” talks about 
value and performance as two of the key 
places to start rethinking. This amounts 
to assigning explicit performance 
expectations to work, and ensuring that 
there is some link—at least assertion 
based, if not proven—to indicate 
whether the work is a direct cause of 
the good or bad performance of the 
organization as a whole.

What Is, and Is Not, a “What”
A great   example of why managers should appreci-
ate the importance of understanding the “whats” of 
the work separated from their “hows” is the basic 
employee performance evaluation. Managers need 
to set specifi c outcome targets for each employee, 
and in most cases the manager shouldn’t care “how” 
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they go about it as long as it’s legal and within bud-
getary constraints. Unfortunately, most employee 
targets are tied to a set of goals (like a scorecard) 
that are connected to a “how” view of people, or 
process, which makes it very diffi  cult to assert and 
test the real value/performance drivers discussed 
in Chapters 3 and 4. As a consequence, there’s a 
risk that organizations are not focusing their cost 
cutt ing, or innovation, or customer satisfaction, or 
what-have-you initiatives on the right things. My 
work has shown that this is almost always the case 
to some degree. 

At this point I will take a slightly more grammati-
cal perspective in pointing out that a key diff erence 
between a “what” and “how” lies in the verbs used 
to name them. Notice in the following list that the 
“whats” have verbs that are outcome verbs. In the 
fi rst one, what you are doing is acquiring custom-
ers, and the example “how” to the right is using the 
telephone. Th ere are many other “hows” that can 
be used to acquire customers, whether it’s going to 
a trade show or e-mailing a list of prospective cus-
tomers that was purchased from a third party. Th e 
point is, defi ne the “what” outcome that you need 
to be doing, and then get into the conversation of 
“how” to do it. 
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What How

Acquire-New-Customers Phone prospects

Deliver-Product  Truck product to 
customer

Create-Purchase-Order  Complete order 
form document

Generate-Invoices  Run invoicing 
reporting program

Pay-Employee  Transmit funds to 
third-party payroll 
company

Reading a Heat Map
Heat     maps are a very powerful way of represent-
ing “whats” and their relationships to one another. 
Adding color or “heat” helps inform conversations 
about the “whats” that are most in need of att en-
tion. Th e colors added to the heat maps refl ect the 
scores linked to responses to questions I ask people 
at all levels in an organization about performance, 
value, predictability, connectedness, compliance, 
and others. Th e following is a quick review on those 
terms:
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1. Business Value (Chapter 3)

 • How    strongly does it connect to the 
performance of a key performance 
indicator of the organization?

 • Is it part of the brand or identity 
relative to why customers, partners, 
or employees work with you?

 • How useful or valuable would 
it be to invest in improving the 
performance?

2. Performance (Chapter 4) 

 • How   is it currently performing 
today?

 • Do we know and understand what 
causes performance today?

 • Do we know and understand what it 
would take to improve performance?

3. Connectedness (Chapter 5)

 • How   standalone is the work versus 
heavily interconnected to other 
work?

 • Is some or all of the work 
outsourced (do we control it)?

 • Does the “what” interact with 
organizations across the “corporate” 
boundary? 
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4. Predictability/Maturity (Chapter 6)

 • How     predictable is the outcome/
output of the work?

 • How finite, common, and known are 
the things that cause the outcome/
output to vary?

 • How much do we control the inputs to 
the work?

5. Compliance (Chapter 7) 
This   one is a little unusual because you 
will often want to ask these questions for 
each regulation and policy whether you 
are looking for all regulations/policies 
that touch a single area of work, or you 
are looking at a single regulation/policy 
that touches multiple areas of work.

 • What is the regulation (law) or policy 
(internal) that is linked to this work?

 • How many regulations or policies are 
linked to this work?

 • If known, is the work in compliance 
with the regulations or policies? 

Th e book provides some guidance about how to 
score the answers to these questions, and I typically 
score with equal weighting to each question and try 
to keep the answers to Yes/No and High, Medium, 
and Low.
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Figure 2 shows a parent “what” that consists of fi ve 
child “whats” with various combinations of perfor-
mance and business value ratings. (Note: Th is is a 
simplistic heat map example. Because the book is 
printed in black & white, you cannot see the col-
ors. For more examples, which are in color, please 
go to www.rethinkbook.com.) Something that’s 
quite common in interviewing individuals is that 
they have a very specifi c set of ideas about what 
is the most important thing that should be done 
to improve things. However, when the discussion 
lacks the discipline and rigor of objectively defi ned 
work such as “whats,” it can be hard to know if that 
person’s suggestion makes the most sense. 

For example    ,  Prepare-Quote is a “what” child in 
the Develop-Opportunity example in Figure 2. 
If someone said that automating the Prepare-
Quote “what” is the most important thing to do, 
with this diagram you now have some information 
to respond to that person. Because the Develop-
Opportunity “what” is high value and performing 
poorly, it makes sense to talk about improving its 
performance. Th en the conversation should be, do 
we know or have assertions about which of the child 
capabilities cause the parent to perform the way it 
does. Th e Assess-Customer-Needs “what” is high 
value but it’s already performing well, so that might 
not be the fi rst place to look to improve the perfor-
mance of the parent and continue the conversation 
from there. Based on this information, however, the 

www.rethinkbook.com
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Prepare-Quote “what” is performing Medium and 
it’s also Medium business value. So just looking at 
business value and performance, we would have to 
gather some additional information to justify a con-
clusion to proceed with a discussion about invest-
ing time, money, or energy in that particular “what.” 
Th e accomplishment here is that instead of simply 
arguing opinions about whether Prepare-Quote 
is a “what” that needs to be automated (which is a 
“how” decision), you are able to have a more objec-
tive discussion and say that there needs to be a 
more compelling business case for doing anything 
to Prepare-Quote, rather than having any conver-
sation about whether the right “how” change is to 
automate it.

Assess
Customer

Needs

Compare
Customer Plan

with Needs
Statement

Match
Customer
Needs to
Product
Stengths

Prepare
Quote

Understand
Timing of
Customer

Needs

Develop Opportunity

KEY

Outline = PerformanceOutline = Performance Fill = Value

High

Medium

Low

Lowest

Highest

High

Medium

Low

Lowest

Highest

Figure 2: Develop opportunity heat map
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Getting to the List of “Whats”
Th e list of    “whats” isn’t simply a list. Th e list refl ects 
relationships that are described as levels, where 
a Level 1 map, or list, is made up of the highest 
level “whats” that make up an organization. Each 
“what” in Level 1 is made up of several more specifi c 
“whats” that are the Level 2 “whats,” and Level 2 is 
then made up of the Level 3 “whats” and so on, oft en 
going down fi ve to seven levels deep. People oft en 
ask what the “right” depth is, and my experience has 
been that it fi rst depends on the following:

• What questions are you asking in terms 
of what opportunities you are looking 
to address, or which problems you are 
looking to solve? Some issues are higher 
level issues than others, so in some cases 
there is no value in going several levels 
deep.

• Who are you talking to? If you are talking 
with someone in the shipping dock, that’s 
a pretty specific set of “whats,” and it’s 
likely that the person doing that work will 
be talking about “whats” that may be at 
levels, four, five, and six. By contrast, if you 
are talking to a senior executive, she won’t 
be talking at the same level of detail as the 
person in the shipping dock, so in those 
cases, it’s likely that Levels 1-4 are likely 
places for the conversation to focus.
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• Apart from any specific instructions you 
get from a manual or book, you need 
to let value guide you in decisions like 
this. If you are talking with the shipping 
dock about a “what” such as Confirm-
Shipment-Complete, depending on the 
purpose of your efforts, that may be too 
detailed, or it may not be detailed enough. 
The more you do this work, the better you 
will become at making these decisions.

Figure 3 is a common representation of a Level 1 
map, where the inside shapes, numbered 1-5 are 
the “whats” that make up the business—these 
labels will vary somewhat across industries, but not 
much. Government organizations, schools, health-
care organizations, and some particularly unusual 
industries such as Oil and Gas—because of what 
they call “upstream” and downstream”—will also 
make Level 1 look diff erent. In the retail industry, 
they don’t really develop products and services, 
so that “what” #1 would be planning and procure-
ment for the items that they sell. A key point is that 
there isn’t a canonical list of “whats.” If people want 
to organize their “whats” diff erently, that’s okay—
the “whats” are by defi nition defi ned objectively, 
and placement of the “whats” is a decision you can 
make. 
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Figure 3: Level 1 map 

On the outside of this particular Level 1 map, you 
will see items lett ered A-F, which are the outside 
organizations that the business needs to interact 
with. A key point to make here is that the “whats” 
that make up the business are relatively stable 
and durable. A company might outsource all of its 
Deliver-Products “what” to UPS, like Toshiba did 
in Chapter 1. Even though another company is doing 
that “what,” it’s still part of the business. We talked 
about this with the Newman’s Own company—
even though there are a tiny number of employees 
in the company, it’s still part of a very large business 
that includes several other companies that they 
outsource to. So the business is stable and durable, 
and it’s up to each company to decide which of the 
“whats” in the business they want to perform.
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Suppliers
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E. Financial Providers
Infrastructure and
Compliance

F.

Customer-facing
Channel Partners

B.

Generate
Demand

2.1. Develop
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3. Deliver
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Services

        4. Plan
and Manage

the Enterprise

5. Collaborate
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A Bit More About Level 1 Maps
It is    very common for an organization to be made 
up of several businesses, as represented in Figure 4. 
Some automotive companies have a diff erent divi-
sion for each diff erent label, while other companies 
have divisions that do very diff erent things. Nokia 
is a company that makes automotive tires and cel-
lular phones. In those larger enterprises, there is an 
overall umbrella parent company, but each divi-
sion should be viewed as its own business. One of 
the things very common in these businesses in the 
enterprise is that they come up with very special-
ized terms and labels for how they do their work. 
Because these businesses oft en don’t communi-
cate much with one another, it is almost as though 
they are speaking diff erent languages. One of the 
big benefi ts of the “what” lens is that it helps to cut 
through these foreign languages and helps expose 
when the same “whats” exist. Th is opens the door 
to discussions about best-practice “hows” that can 
be used, or even whether it makes sense for each 
division to be doing the same “whats” in specifi c 
cases. Th e Zip code example in Chapter 1 is a vivid 
illustration of how much money can be saved very 
quickly using this approach.
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Figure 4: An organization made up of several businesses 

Level 2 Maps
As I    mentioned before, the “whats” in Level 2 are 
the “whats” that are inside of each Level 1 “what,” 
the so-called children of each Level 1 parent. 
So, if you see below in the Level 1 “what” called 
 Generate-Demand, the children of Generate-
Demand, are the Level 2 “whats” that are Manage-
Partner-Relationships, Market-Products, and 
Sell-Products.

When you get into Level 2, the fi rst   parent/child 
relationships emerge. Numbering the “whats” makes 
it easier to refer to individual “whats,” and the num-
bering helps to reinforce the notion of the parent/
child hierarchy. Again, there is no right or wrong way 

An Enterprise Is a Legal Entity That Can Be 
Made Up of Many Separate Businesses

When looking at how capability maps are implemented, in terms
of people, IT, processes, it becomes evident where: 

1.  The same capability is being performed by the same people
2.  The same capability is not being implemented the same way
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to organize these relationships. Some people would 
have ten Level 2 “whats” in the Generate-Demand 
“what” whereas others would prefer to see that level 
of detail in Level 2.

1.0 Create-Products/Services

 1.1  Develop-New-Product/Service-
Concepts-and-Plans

 1.2  Design-New-Product/Service-
and-Processes

 1.3 Develop-New-Products/Services

 1.4 Launch-Products/services

 1.5  Manage-Existing-Products/
Services-(Manage-Product/
Service-Lifecycle)

 1.6  Withdraw-Existing-Product/
Service

2.0 Generate-Demand

  2.1 Manage-Partner-Relationships

  2.2 Market-Products/Services

  2.3 Sell-Products/Services

3.0 Deliver-Products

  3.1 Plan-Long-Term-Fulfillment

  3.2 Procure-Raw-Materials

  3.3 Produce-Product
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  3.4 Deliver-Services

  3.5 Ship-Product

  3.6 Maintain-Business-Intelligence

4.0 Plan-and-Manage-the-Business

  4.1 Complete-Strategic-Planning

  4.2 Manage-Capital

  4.3  Manage-Culture-and-Corporate-
Values

  4.4 Manage-Finances

  4.5 Manage-Projects

  4.6 Manage-Human-Resources

  4.7 Manage-Compliance-and-Risk

  4.8 Manage-IT-Services

5.0 Manage-Collaboration

  5.1 Manage-Strategy

  5.2 Manage-Cross-Group-Planning

  5.3 Manage-Operations

Th is is Level 2, and although it is tempting to show 
Level 3, the template list expands to more than 200 
in Level 3, and then more than 1,000 at Level 4. So 
instead of just listing them here, that information is 
available at www.rethinkbook.com.

Hopefully you will be able to make good use of 
this Key Concepts section in your rethinking 
endeavors.

www.rethinkbook.com
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