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Seeing is Believing 

Stewart Liff and Pamela A. Posey 

Imagine an organization that is a work of art; a vision statement that is more than just a bunch of 

words, on that captures the mission, the vision and guiding principles. Imagine that the place is 

decorated with a coordinated set of pictures, sculptures, banners, flags and other displays that are 

designed to link directly to the organization’s mission. Imagine the place is where information is 

shared to an unprecedented degree. Imagine a work environment where all employees are 

celebrated through galleries, including the families of the employees…  

 

 What is Visual Management?  

It is a system for organizational improvement that can be used in almost any type of organization 

to focus attention on what is important and to improve performance across the board. This 

innovative system adds visual and visible depth and consistency to the organization. It appeals 

directly to the high level of visual literacy that exists among today’s workforce.   

The People-Performance Link  

Visual management concentrates on aligning performance with the mission, vision and strategies 

to ensure end results match what was desired in the beginning.  

Anticipated Outcomes of Visual Management  

Each employee becomes actively accountable for performance in terms of building expertise 

through training and education. Performance results are posted at the organization, unit, and 

individual level to ensure that everyone knows how the performance results are achieved. Low 

performance is encouraged to improve, and they are given an incentive to do so, such as by 
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making less errors. Information is delivered more easily. Employee satisfaction also rises because 

everyone wants to be part of a winning team.  

 

 What Does It Take to Do Visual Management?  

An organization must review, and often, refine its systems and structures as part of the 

implementation process. This requires top management commitment, strong leadership, expertise 

in a variety of disciplines, different resources, and enthusiasm and energy from within the 

organization. It is a long-term commitment to changing an organization’s culture with a goal of 

sustained improvement.  

Some organizations need in as little as two or three months although the major performance gains 

take longer.  

 

 Why Visual Is Important  

Amid the deluge of information and the rapid changes in communication and information-sharing 

technology, leaders struggle to find ways in which to support workers who are trying to succeed. 

We have become a visual society in fast-paced times- visual media.  Rapid change age and 

technology have made communication and analysis much quicker. Speed and multitasking have 

become a required behavior. We are now conditioned to understand complex stories and capture 

their meanings through visual effects rather than through slower-paced character development.  

1. The impact of overload at work turned employees bored, losing critical data.  

2. Loss of connection to the work and the organization and loss of meaning at work. (which is 

caused part by overload). This also is interpreted as insecurity and instability.  

3. The impact of longer hours leads to stress. It comes sometimes also with a reduction of 

vacation days, long hours of commuting, and consequently less social time.  

If organizations use information-sharing and communication methods that fit the expectations and 

learning styles of their employees, they have greater chance of meeting their performance goals. 

This is precisely what visual management does.  

Being visual is consistent with the spirit of the times. The organization reduces its reliance on the 

written word and begin to manage what people see.  

 

 It’s Not About Just Looking Good- It’s About Working Better  

Visual Management is not a new social order. It is simply not about looking good in order to appeal 

to this generation of workers. It is about creating workplaces that work better because they are 

designed with today’s workers in mind.  

“A picture is worth a thousand words.” 
We want to integrate all the organizational and fine arts design elements into a structure and a set 

of outcomes that is more effective than any independent or uncoordinated single structure or 

outcome could be.   
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Aligning systems, strategies, people, and competencies is crucial to achieving this exceptional 

performance. Today’s most effective organizations are designed to ensure that technical, 

structural, decisions-making, information reward, and human resource systems are synchronized 

to best meet and serve their goals and needs.  

 

 Where Does Visual Management Come From?   

Visual Management originated from fine arts. It is grounded in the following:  

1. Strategic Focus: aiming at the goals and the needs of the customers  

2. Leadership: most expanding areas of inquiry as it is still questioned whether it is based on 

one robust person or an entire system working together. Quality of leadership is related to 

performance. Important attributes to effective leadership are honesty, commitment, a 

willingness to change and to deal with uncertainty, and an unerring ability to motivate and 

inspire people so that good outcomes are accomplished.  

3. Culture: refers to work ethics, the expectation for behavior, and the collective attitudes, 

assumptions, and basic beliefs that are shared by all the people in the organization. It is a 

critical resource that can have an enormous impact on performance and results. An 

organization must invest in and sustain a culture in which all people care about the results. 

It is a place where all are respected and treated as important.  

4. Human Resource Systems: Hiring and selection systems ensure that individuals who cannot 

qualify will not be hired.  

5. Management Practice and Visual Management: focusing on the improvement of the 

organization and its performance across the board. Managers can engage people effectively 

in the ongoing pursuit of the mission and the sustenance of that culture. They know that 

using visuals for performance feedback could reinforce a culture of performance, and that it 

could also create an interesting setting.   

 

 System Design and Visual Management  

Design practice is an effort to align major organizational systems in such a way as to best achieve 

the mission of the unit. Organizations do not operate in vacuum: They are affected by external 

environmental factors, such as markets and governments as well as internal factors and 

characteristics. Organizations, then, are open systems that manage their contexts with a clearly 

defined purpose and mission and carefully designed operating systems, and effective mechanisms 

for feedback.   

The best-performing organizations have done a remarkable job of balancing the interaction 

between the social and technical systems so that they work in concert to deliver the desired 

product or service, and this is an important concept in effective management designs.  

Organization Design  

Organization design brings a set of activities and principles that can help organizations determine 

the best structures and systems for achieving their stated mission. There are many choices of 

approaches and methods, such as: 

1.Traditional socio-technical systems analysis and design, that is detailed, methodical and carefully 

documented approach 
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2.Accelerated design methodologies, have become popular in the speedy changes in the 

competitive world.   

3. Participative design, which is very powerful and clearly defined design process that helps in the 

definition of structure and appreciation systems in changing organizations. 

All require strong and devoted leadership. Failures do not usually result from the choice of 

methodology.    

Involvement is important to the success of any project. 

Choices of method must be done so that they fit the capabilities and the character of the 

organization.  These choices are of two types:  

1. It is about defining the mission, vison, principles, strategies, and goals. 

2. It is about systems that will be developed to carry out the mission.   

In visual management we focus on these two sets of choices. They form two of the three 

dimensions of the performance improvement process, and they serve as the foundation for the 

visual overlay, that is the third dimension.   

Technical systems include procedures, technology, and the physical plant. Within the systems, we 

work to ensure that the workflow makes sense given the organization’s mission and vision. The 

structural system refers to the actual structure. The decision-making and information system 

include those elements that are designed to develop ana d mange data, methods, and mechanisms 

for organizationwide communication, and the authority and responsibility structure in the 

organization.  

Keep in mind that all the systems are not stand-alone; there is much interaction and overlap 

among them.  

Organization a design is a deliberate activity that creates a structure, a set of reporting 

relationships, work guidelines, and the other supporting structures and systems that make up the 

actual framework of the organization.   

A Trend Toward Making Things Visual  

The Japanese 5-S process is a model that relies on the notion of a visual workplace in order to help 

organize a production operation. It is a cleanup and uncluttered workspace, but it does not address 

directly the design or alignment activities that are central to visual management.   

The 5-Ss are seiri (sorting), seiton (arranging), seiso (cleaning), seiketsu (standardizing or 

integrating the first three into the work), and shitsku (consistency or discipline of follow-through).  

This set of activities brings visual order to a workplace, ensuring that it is clean, safe, predictable, 

and arranged is such a way that excess motion and energy need not be expended to accomplish 

the task at hand.  

In order to help newcomers to visual management see the power of the process, it is important to 

help them understand clearly and fully the foundation, upon which a good visual management 

process rests.  
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Visual Literacy  

Visual literacy is a key phenomenon that we hook into with visual management. Visual messages 

condense the content so that it can be quickly interpreted using both sight and thought capacities 

that are mutually reinforcing.  

 

 Fine Arts and Visual Management  

The fine arts add a critical and vital dimension to the practice of visual management and to the 

development of effective visual management and to the development of effective visual messages 

that have a systematic, deliberate and coordinated focus. Each element is capable of carrying the 

design and of making or breaking it, guiding our choices about the physical changes we will make 

to a facility.  For example, diagonals imply action or motion. A pyramid implies stability and 

performance. A V shape can imply insecurity and a circle suggests perfection.  

Visual management does not mean turning a place into fun or a museum. The target is turning it 

into a place where focus is dominant.   

 

 Visual Management in Action  

The reason visual management works is that it is real, constant, and permeates culture. It requires 

training and education to consistently reinforce the company’s needs.  

How does it work?  

Mission: Displays that are updated periodically avoiding the staleness that results in from lack of 

change.  

Employee Focus: Displays that celebrates employers, newsletters, programs, photos of employee’s 

children, and advertisements of various employee events.  

Performance Metrics: Metrics are the performance indicators that organizations use to determine 

how they are doing. Good leaders train employees to understand metrics, not only post them. 

Metrics can be posted in different ways, such as flip charts, grease boards, computers, television 

monitors.   

Education and Training: Employees need the best tools to achieve the metrics, the goals and 

rewards.  

Two thirds of employees are visual learners. That’s why only written material for training and 

education may not be enough. 

  

 The Transparency of Core Processes  

Great leaders acknowledge that they can’t get things done alone. They must surround themselves 

with other leaders. Ensuring that everyone ha s the skills and knowledge to do ehat is required 

creates more value and initiates more commitment.  
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